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THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO
Dissertation Abstract
Worlds of Difference Revealed through College Students’ International
Service: A Narrative Inquiry in Identity, Leadership, and Ethical Action
International service has been a part of the postsecondary educational
landscape for over a century and continues to be an increasingly popular
experience for American college students. With globalization and increased
accessibility to travel and communicate worldwide, a proliferation of
international service opportunities has emerged with a limited understanding of
the influences on individuals and communities. The purpose of this study was
to better understand the influence of international service on college students’
identity, leadership, and ethical action. This study was carried out with a critical
hermeneutic research orientation as outlined by Herda (1999). The theoretical
framework for this study included the use of narrative identity (Ricoeur 1992) as
a central category in order to explore the complex nature and scope of
international service through narratives.
The protocol for this research included a participatory approach allowing
both the researcher and the participants to interpret and give life to the data
collectively. The 12 research participants of this study were college students
from Stanford University who engaged in international service during the
summer in 2007. Six themes emerged from this research project within the areas
of identity, leadership, and ethical action. The key findings of this study suggest
that students’ life histories are changed through international service
experiences, that gaining different perspectives of community is a valuable
understanding for leaders to have, and that it is important for a critical review of
iii

the ethical considerations of international service. Implications for universities,
educators, and future international service participants are also discussed.
This research revealed how the experience of traveling abroad to engage
in international service can make a difference in one’s identity through the power
of narrative. Moments abroad with others are captured through stories, which
gave meaning to the relationships and experiences. Narrative identity provides a
different paradigm from which to understand oneself in relation to others. Just
as no two students experience international service exactly the same way, their
life histories and worldviews are different and create different narrative
identities. The international service experience in itself can influence a person’s
understanding of oneself or the world by the meaning given to it by each
participant.

Faith Kazmi
Author

Dr. Ellen A. Herda
Chairperson
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
“To acquire a horizon means that one learns to look beyond what is close at hand – not in
order to look away from it but to see it better, within a larger whole and in truer
proportion.” (Gadamer 2006:304)
Statement of Research Focus
As colleges and universities aim to prepare students for success in a
globalized world, there is increased attention on international study and service
opportunities. Students are embarking on trips abroad in greater numbers than
ever before for a variety of personal and social reasons. Higher education
institutions are changed by this increased involvement in international service
and students’ awareness of circumstances outside of the United States (Institute
of International Educators 2005; Berry and Chisholm 1999). With the
proliferation of international service opportunities in the form of student groups,
institutional service learning programs, fellowships, for-profit and non-profit
groups, and direct involvement with non-governmental organizations (NGOs), it
is important for university administrators to understand the influence such
experiences have on student identity, leadership, and ethical action.
This research, from a critical hermeneutic approach, explores the
inextricable link between identity, leadership, and ethics through the experience
of college students engaging in international service. Most models of college
student identity development focus on psychosocial and cognitive processes
(Pascarella and Terenzini 2005) whereas critical interpretive theory focuses on
the individual’s capacity to act and the ethical aim with which we make
decisions (Ricoeur 1999). Similarly, previous research on international service
and college students have primarily focused on aspects of the experience as
1

separate from a student’s identity. Capacity for action and ethical aim are key
components of international service that underscore the perspective from which
students approach such experiences. This study intends to provide a new
understanding of student identity through an interpretive framework,
highlighted through their narratives of international service. By capturing
students’ reflections through text, this research provides a new understanding of
their experiences abroad and the implications for understanding identity and
their capacity for action as leaders within organizations. Leadership has become
an increasingly important aspect of education and international service
experiences can inspire ethical action within leadership. Exploring the ethical
aim of their own narratives enables students to see how their experiences and
relationships with others are tied to identity, their individual capacity to act as
leaders, and their view of the world. Ethical aim in this case is not simply the
ethics of a situation, but an understanding that one’s actions have an influence on
one’s identity in relation to others. More about this concept will be discussed in
the theoretical framework for this study.
The research questions for this inquiry are as follows: How do
international service experiences influence students’ identity? What aspects of
international service provide a transformative experience for college students?
And, how can international service experiences shape students’ ideas of ethical
action and leadership?
Background of Research Topic
Idealism among students within American higher education institutions
has galvanized efforts for service opportunities abroad throughout history. One
of the earliest formal international service programs within higher education in
2

the United States began at Princeton University in 1898 (Princeton in Asia 2009),
where a group of students traveled to China. Since the inception of the Peace
Corps in 1961, international public service has been a more widespread and
popular area of interest for young adults in the United States (Schur 2000:4). In
recent years, the internationalization of higher education has continued to
become a driving force shaping the role of administrators and students (Osfield
et al. 2008; Horn et al. 2007; Gray et al. 2002; Nussbaum 2002). Globalization, the
development of new information technologies, and the increased visibility of
world events and conditions have changed our awareness and the nature in
which we interact within international communities (Friedman 2006). These
phenomena, coupled with the altruistic ideas that students have of wanting to
make a difference in impoverished communities around the world, provides a
context in which American college students go abroad with an interest in public
service. When students embark on this journey in an attempt to make a
difference in communities around the world, it is critical to also look at the
difference that the experience makes in their own identity and worldview. The
purpose of this study is to better understand the influence that international
service has on student identity, leadership, and ethical action.
In my role as an administrator in student activities at Stanford University,
I had the opportunity to advise community service groups and individuals
wanting to start new organizations on campus. I was amazed by the number of
students interested in creating international service organizations on campus to
provide other students with the opportunity of going abroad for public service.
In evaluating these proposals, a number of ethical dilemmas came up including
the exclusivity that is inherently associated with the cost of travel, the privileged
3

assumptions about needs and what would be beneficial to various communities,
and the sustainability of the projects the students would be initiating. Through
these experiences I learned that there is a balance between encouraging creativity
and imagination in students with good intentions wanting to make a difference
in the world and tempering potentially harmful and paternalistic ideas that did
not consider local context.
Since those initial interactions with groups of students wanting to start
such endeavors, I have had individual conversations with students about their
experiences abroad and have seen the influence that it has had on them. In my
study of critical hermeneutics, I was intrigued by the concepts of ethical aim and
capacity for action within narrative identity. I see these ideas as a framework
that can be applied in our work with students engaging in international service.
Through understanding how such experiences affect students’ sense of being in
the world I think we can better see the implications for the communities involved
and for students’ ability to act as leaders with ethical aim.
Significance of the Research
As university resources are allocated either directly through programs
and fellowships or indirectly through advisement and student organizations, it is
critical to understand the implications of international service on both
individuals and communities. The findings of this research may be useful in
determining institutional support and involvement in such programs. This
study also intends to provide university administrators with new
understandings about student identity and leadership through international
service. In better understanding the nature of the international service
experience through a critical hermeneutic lens, administrators will be able to
4

develop practices and protocols that embrace the ethical and reflective nature of
student identity. The intent for this research is also to identify how educators
can help students learn from these experiences abroad and apply their new
understandings to their roles as student leaders.
This research aims to inform curriculum development for students prior
to departure and upon return from an international service experience. As
international service experiences are becoming increasingly popular, preparation
and re-entry programs range from non-existent to detailed and fully developed
on any given college campus. A thoughtful and focused preparation program
can influence not only the individuals embarking on the journey abroad, but also
the community in which they visit and the university community to which the
return. In preparing students to be global leaders in the 21st century,
international service experiences can serve as a landscape in which students can
gain a better sense of themselves in relation to others around the world.
Summary
This research aims to shed light on the influence of international service
experiences on identity, leadership, and ethical action to assist students and
administrators in navigating its potential challenges and opportunities. The
varied experiences that students encounter may be complex, and as such, so are
their narratives. Chapter One provides an introduction to the research project
and the background of the topic. International service and college student
identity are concepts that can be examined in concert with one another and point
to implications for ethical action.
The subsequent section, Chapter Two, includes an overview of the
research context. This introduces the general characteristics of the university
5

setting and the specific research sites that were used in this research, which
include student organizations, institutional programs, and individual projects.
Chapter Two also presents a brief introduction to Ecuador, as that is where the
majority of participants for this research engaged in service. Chapter Three
includes a review of literature that explores the historical and prevailing issues
around international service and college student identity. Chapter Four provides
an outline and description of the critical hermeneutic research protocol,
including a discussion of the theoretical framework, and specific steps for data
collection and analysis. Chapter Five shares the narratives of the students’
experiences as the data presentation, and Chapter Six includes a secondary
analysis and theoretical discussion from a critical hermeneutic orientation. To
conclude this study, Chapter Seven presents the key findings from the data,
implications, suggestions for future research, and personal reflections.
Photograph 1. Maria and another volunteer with children from the street markets in Quito
preparing to visit the dentist. (F. Kazmi 2008)

6

CHAPTER TWO
THE RESEARCH CONTEXT
Introduction: Growth of International Service Opportunities
Globalization in the 21st century has influenced the economic,
governmental, and educational trends in American society (Porter and Vidovich
2000). Just as study abroad programs have experienced tremendous growth in
recent years (Institute for International Education 2005), international service
opportunities have also become more prevalent in higher education institutions.
In the last fifteen years, there has been a surge in the development of
independent non-profit organizations that focus on international service (for
example: Globe Aware 2000; Projects Abroad 1992; Volunteer in China 1995;
Global Volunteers 1984; Volunteers for Peace (VPF) 1982; Global Crossroad 2003;
Eli Abroad 2001; Mondo Challenge 2001). There are also a growing number of
international service learning opportunities through institutional programs and
departments at campuses across the United States (Smith-Pariola 2006, Kiely
2002). This growth of opportunities has lead to increased attention on the
transformative outcomes that international service learning projects can have on
students, and the methods or practices that can enhance the experience (Grusky
2001). International service learning includes projects that are paired with
academic coursework to prepare students for the experiences upon which they
are about to embark.
This study includes conversations with students participating in student
group, a campus sponsored program, and individually directed projects from the
same institution. The social and educational culture of the students’ educational
institution provides further understanding of the setting from which the
7

volunteers embarked in their respective international service projects. The
following section introduces the educational institution that the participants for
this research attended and some of the different ways in which college students
can participate in international service projects, including: fellowships, grants,
campus programs, student-run organizations, non-governmental organizations,
and off-campus groups and organizations.
Research Setting: Stanford University
Stanford University is located in the Northern California Bay Area in the
relatively suburban neighborhood of Palo Alto. This institution of higher
education is a medium-sized, private research institution with a long tradition of
students participating in study abroad programs (Meras 1932). Stanford is a
well-resourced institution, which promotes a sense of entrepreneurial freedom
that encourages students to explore their personal, professional, and academic
aspirations. With a commitment to creating forward-thinking educational
opportunities for research and student learning, Stanford created the International
Initiative in 2005 with the goal of equipping future leaders to deal with 21st
Century problems (Stanford International Initiative 2009). Approximately 50%
of each graduating class at Stanford studies abroad each year (Naimark 2008),
though it is estimated that the number is much greater when considering other
forms of international travel, service, and study. Over the past few decades,
Stanford has been noted as one of the top three sending institutions for
international service in the country (Tonkin 2004). While study abroad remains a
popular option for students, in recent years Stanford, along with many other
institutions, has seen an increase in the number of students interested in
traveling internationally to engage in community service.
8

There are currently four main channels through which students
participate in international service at Stanford: the campus-sponsored programs,
registered student organizations, fellowships, and individual projects. There are
a number of students who embark on their own adventures of service abroad
with organizations outside of the institution or coupled with a study abroad
experience. While this research intends to explore the experience of the student
rather than focus on the system or program that aided them in the process, it is
important to identify the different organizational settings in which the service
takes place. This research includes an exploration of student experiences in a
variety of the institutional settings already mentioned. The following sections
will outline the various types of international service experiences.
Summer International Service Program
The Haas Center for Public Service is the main resource on Stanford’s
campus for students who are interested in participating in any type of service
project, either within the local community or abroad. All international service
programs, including student group affiliations and fellowships, are housed
through this department. The Summer International Service Program (SISP) was
in its inaugural year at the Haas Center in 2008. This program, now referred to
as Impact Abroad, invited students to apply for an opportunity to participate in a
three to four week service project abroad in Bolivia, Nicaragua, or Mexico (Haas
Center for Public Service 2009). Although the program was geared towards
students who are new to international service experiences, there were also
students who have previously participated in some form of international service
who serve as the trip leaders. Additionally, each project had a faculty or staff
member who accompanied the group. This campus-sponsored project was also
9

created to provide students who do not have the financial resources to otherwise
be able to travel internationally to engage in a service project. The director of this
program agreed to support this research initiative and assisted me in identifying
students once I obtained all appropriate approvals for this research.
Individualized International Service Projects
Some students view the institutionalized options for participating in
international service as unappealing for a variety of reasons including selectivity,
financial resources, geographic location, or academic interest areas. Some choose
to participate in other opportunities for service tied to research, career interests,
or simply as an extension of a study abroad program in which they are already
participating. A new Stanford program opened up in Cape Town, South Africa,
which includes study, research, and service abroad (Bing Overseas Study
Program 2009). This is an increasingly appealing trend as it incorporates more
than just a study abroad component, but the research and service aspects as well.
In addition to this type of opportunity, there are a number of students who
decide to travel on their own and participate in service internationally with
community members or organizations. This group of students engaging in
international service travel on their own, as part of a group, or with a professor.
Since often there is no formal connection to the university, they may need
assistance in re-integrating their experiences back to campus life.
Volunteers In Latin America (VILA)
Volunteers in Latin America (VILA) is a student-run organization at
Stanford that is focused on service, childhood development, and poverty issues
in Latin America. This group provides Stanford students with the opportunity to
learn about community development issues with street children and become
10

involved in summer programs for the youth. The mission statement on their
website (Volunteers in Latin America 2009) states that VILA’s goal is:
To partner Stanford students with existing organizations in Quito,
Ecuador that work to address the needs and promote the rights of street
and working children. To enable Stanford students to actively engage
with human rights issues, to apply this first-hand knowledge and
experience to their respective disciplines, and to share what they have
learned with the Stanford community.
VILA has worked with three consistent sites in Quito, Ecuador: La Casa de La
Niñez, Hogar de Vida 2, and Fundacíon Proyecto Salesiano. In 2008, VILA
volunteers also worked at El Centro de la Niña Trabajadora (CENIT), translated
in English as, the Center for the Working Girl (CENIT 2008). This is a nongovernmental non-profit foundation and school to educate and care for street
children who work in the markets in rural areas of Quito. During the
summertime CENIT uses volunteers to provide outreach, dental hygiene care,
and independent projects for the street children in the markets. VILA is also
considering expansion to new sites in order to meet the interests of students
wanting to travel abroad to engage in service. They are committed to working
with local organizations.
In order to participate in VILA, students complete an intensive application
and interview process. The only cost to students to participate in the program is
the airfare to and from Ecuador. All other expenses come from campus funding.
VILA assists students in raising the funds for this airfare in order to minimize the
cost and make the opportunity accessible to anyone who is interested and meets
the qualifications. After the volunteers are selected, they participate in a
required preparatory course in the spring quarter prior to departure, which
covers a variety of topics from Ecuadorian history and political issues to the
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ethical considerations that accompany international service. This organization
has been active at Stanford since about 2000, and as a recognized student group,
they are afforded the opportunity to use campus resources and advisement from
the Haas Center for Public Service. Because VILA has a long history of working
with organizations in Ecuador, and the majority of my research participants were
VILA volunteers, a description of the country they visited is useful. The next
section provides an overview of the historical, political, and cultural climate in
Ecuador, the country in which VILA participated in international service.
Photograph 2. Casandra and another VILA volunteer with a child from the street market in the
southern area of Quito. (F. Kazmi 2008)

Ecuador’s Historical, Political and Cultural Landscape
Ecuador is one of South America’s most diverse countries, both in terms of
its residents and bio-ecological offerings. Located on the equator, this country
has a long history of social and political events that shaped its current status. An
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important part of understanding local culture when embarking on international
service is taking time to understand the history on the country. Originally part
of the Incan Empire, Ecuador today shows the signs of its Spanish colonization
both architecturally and culturally. The Spanish conquered Quito in 1534,
quickly replacing the native customs and culture with conservative Catholic
traditions (Roos 2006). The city of Guayaquil gained independence in 1820, and
soon thereafter, Ecuador gained its independence from Spain in 1822. After
gaining independence, Ecuador established itself as a leader in exporting cocoa,
coffee, and palm nuts, which lead to a period of great economic growth in 1880.
This also brought a liberal revolution as those goods were primarily developed
in Guayaquil, historically the money-generating major city in Ecuador (Roos
2006). While the Spanish colonial architectural structures and the clear influence
of Catholicism remain, Ecuadorians’ Spanish-Indian identity is reflected in
holidays, street names, and indigenous celebrations. Since that time, amidst
border conflicts with Peru, the transition to a democratic state, and military
corruption around oil resources, Ecuador has had a turbulent history that
influences its status today.
Ecuador has a population of about 11 million people, about half of which
are direct descendants of Indians and Spaniards. Most of the population lives in
the major cities of Quito and Guayaquil, but a large portion of people live in the
mountains and countryside. The largest Indian group remaining in Ecuador is
the Quichua community. A number of VILA volunteers decided to take lessons
in Quichua to learn the language. They understood that this was an important
aspect of Ecuadorian culture. Ecuador also has an Afro-Ecuadorian population
of about 1 million individuals, who are descendants from the slave trade, which
13

was abolished in 1852 (Roos 2006). This was another population that the VILA
volunteers read about in their preparation for living in Ecuador. There are also
varying levels of racism that still exist between the different groups of people
living in Ecuador. This is exacerbated by the high poverty rates. Most of the
Indigenous and Afro-Ecuadorians live in rural areas, which constitute the most
concentrated areas of poverty. Along with being one of the most diverse
countries in South America, Ecuador is also among the poorest. Recent studies
show that approximately 80 percent of Ecuadorians live in poverty (Roos 2006).
In the cities, unemployment is near 50 percent and many individuals, including
nearly 500,000 children work in the streets selling goods and services for a
nominal price (Roos 2006). Ecuador’s historical struggles and complex identity
contribute to the larger picture of volunteer work. The government has taken
strides to improve illiteracy rates in children, but much work is being done by
the non-governmental organizations in the cities. The following section explores
international service in Quito.
VILA in Ecuador
The student group Volunteers in Latin America (VILA) has traveled to
Ecuador for nearly ten years to work in various local organizations. Social and
economic issues in Ecuador during the 1980s led to an increase in poverty and
the number of working children (CENIT 2008). In regards to the socioeconomic
status of Ecuador, 45% of the population lives below the poverty line (CENIT
2008). With a population of 1.4 million, the capital city Quito is home to
hundreds of volunteer organizations catering to foreign visitors. The city of
Quito is situated within a long and narrow border surrounded by mountain
ranges on both sides. Wealthier communities have been established in the north,
14

and this is where most of the host families for the VILA volunteers resided. In
the south, under-resourced communities and impoverished markets and areas
are prevalent. There has also been a consistent influx of service-oriented
volunteers who travel from abroad. I noticed that the city of Quito and
surrounding areas have adapted to foreign volunteers, and appeared to cater to
various short-term and long-term projects for people from around the world.
The two organizations that VILA volunteers worked with, Casa de Las Niñez
and CENIT were located in the south, and the students lived in this area of town
for part of their time in Quito as well. This brief introduction to the international
volunteer setting in Ecuador is relevant to understanding not only the experience
of the VILA volunteers, but also to get a sense of the local context of a developing
country which struggles to balance its reliance of foreign volunteers and its own
governmental responsibility to remedy social problems.
Summary
Chapter Two describes the setting and situations in which international
service experiences are explored for this research. There are a number of
opportunities for students to engage in international service, and this research
explores the experience through three different situations: a campus-sponsored
program, a student organization, and individual participants. These examples
represent some of the ways in which universities engage students in
international service learning. In addition, an understanding of the local context
in which the students participated in volunteerism is important in order to see
the implications for communities. A description of Ecuador provided in this
Chapter sets the stage for understanding the social and political conditions of a
developing country where much international service takes place today.
15

The review of literature in the following section explores five key concepts
that are integral to understanding this research inquiry. Those areas are: public
service and volunteerism, international service experiences, worldview and
culture, college student identity development, and a critical hermeneutic
orientation. Chapter Three provides an overview to each area and illustrates a
connection to college students’ international service experiences. A detailed
introduction to critical hermeneutic orientation in research is discussed in the
review of literature to emphasize the relevance for this particular topic area.
Photograph 3. Bimo showing children from the markets how to make models of
volcanoes like those in Ecuador. (F. Kazmi 2008)
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CHAPTER THREE
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction
In examining the relationship among international service, identity,
leadership, and ethical action, it is important to explore relevant areas that
elucidate the history and context that precede this study. Both a philosophical
and practical understanding of the concepts described below are necessary to
approach this inquiry. This review of literature consists of five parts: 1) a
background of service and volunteerism in the United States, 2) international
service experiences for college students, 3) an introduction to the concepts of
culture and worldview as well as a discussion of global citizenship, 4) an
overview of the literature in college student identity development in student
affairs, and 5) an introduction of a critical hermeneutic orientation in research
inquiry. These areas provide a context for understanding the role of
international service in higher education and the structures from which
understanding student identity has developed. The review of literature offers an
introduction to the concepts and frameworks that serve as a foundation for this
research.
Service and Volunteerism
There has been a growing trend of community and public service among
youth and young adults in recent years within the United States. Entering first
year students are likely to have participated in some form of volunteer or service
work prior to college, and this trend has increased over the last fifteen years (Sax
2004). It has been stated that “[v]olunteerism is a pervasive and growing
phenomenon…, of significance in both the numbers of persons who give their
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time and in the value of what their time can accomplish” (Brown 1999:41). This
growth has taken place for a variety of reasons, and has become a common and
accepted part of educational curriculum and social systems. Some of the factors
that have increased the rates of service include: technology providing access to
stories and needs in local and surrounding communities, high school graduation
requirements, educational and career advancement, values, increased diversity
and pluralism, and the influence of adults suggesting involvement in their
community (Merrill 2006; Safrit, Gilem, & Gilem 2004). These factors paired with
the altruistic interests to serve others or give back to the community are
indicative of the societal changes that have taken place over time, which have
influenced a culture of service.
In March 2009, the United States House of Representatives passed a bill
aimed at increasing the number of citizens who volunteer within the country
(Committee on Education & Labor 2009). This is an indicator of the emphasis on
personal and social responsibility that our government and educational
institutions are incorporating for the development of future leaders. While the
overarching idea of service is to benefit others, it is important to understand that
service can have both positive and negative effects on both the volunteer and the
individuals in communities benefitting from the service (McBride et al. 2005).
This has implications for both the individuals and communities as it is critical to
understand that along with the benefits that international service can provide,
there are potentially damaging and challenging aspects to this type of work.
In order to better understand the experiences of college students engaging
in international service, it is important to first consider the way in which the
concept of service has been developed within American education. John
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Dewey’s (1938) work on experience as a mechanism for learning within
education has been credited as a foundational theory of service and servicelearning curriculum over the past few decades. Dewey sees experience as an
educational opportunity an individual to develop and test one’s knowledge and
is rooted in a scientific paradigm. His framework, which incorporates a
pragmatic approach to knowledge, has dramatically shaped educational
practices in America, and has been applied to the implementation of service as a
learning experience.
Subsequent research on the impact of service and service learning on
college students incorporates David Kolb’s experiential learning model (Kolb
1984). This model builds upon Dewey’s conception and includes the ideas of
action, reflection, and reciprocity as key components in a successful servicelearning program. Kolb’s framework is widely used and has provided validation
for out-of-classroom experiences as learning opportunities for students within
higher education. As trends in educational research and practice change, the
philosophical and theoretical frameworks that were used to develop the field
have had a great influence on the educational practices that are currently in
place. While the elements of action, reflection, and reciprocity are relevant to an
interpretive approach to understanding service, it is important to note that the
philosophical underpinning of the experiential learning model is fundamentally
different from that of a critical hermeneutic orientation. Rather than a focus on
the attainment of new knowledge through experience, critical interpretive theory
emphasizes the ontological importance of understanding one another as it relates
to one’s being. As higher education institutions continue to incorporate servicelearning in their curriculum and programs and provide a space for students to
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explore meaning in their lives, it is important to understand the various
approaches available for learning and understanding.
The movement to pair service experiences with academic subject areas
and learning inside of the classroom is one that has become highly popular
among colleges and universities. Service-learning has numerous definitions, but
within higher education, it is generally understood as,
a form of experiential education in which students engage in activities that
address human and community needs together with structured
opportunities intentionally designed to promote student learning and
development. Reflection and reciprocity are key concepts of service
learning (Jacoby 1996:5).
This definition of service-learning has been at the forefront of many institutional
initiatives aiming to assist students in their ethical and moral development.
Service-learning programs are often created in conjunction with a faculty
member whose course is relevant to the service experience at hand. The service
project can take place locally, nationally, or internationally depending on the
subject matter and varies in the level of involvement by community
organizations.
With the growing interest in service and service-learning, there are
numerous studies that examine the effects of such experiences on American
college students. Students participating in service projects have been said to
show significant positive effects in areas including: academic performance,
values, self-efficacy, leadership, and future participation in service (Astin et al.
2000:13-15). Service-learning has also been found to have a lasting influence on
the construction of identity for college students, and can serve as an outlet for
students to understand their own privilege in relation to others (Jones et al.
2004). Moreover, service-learning provides an outlet for students to become
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engaged citizens in their communities by involving them outside of the
classroom to face some of society’s most pressing dilemmas such as poverty,
hunger, and basic social and economic inequalities. While these findings are
important and can provide an idea of the influence of service-learning on
students epistemologically from a scientific perspective, it is also critical that
researchers look at the ontological emphasis and relational understandings that
students can take away from such experiences.
Service-learning has its roots in experiential learning, but there has been
movement to broaden the theoretical foundation that informs this work. The
California Campus Compact, a consortium of college and university presidents
focused on incorporating service-learning opportunities within their institutions,
has recently cited applied hermeneutics as the theoretical framework for
researching community partnerships in service-learning projects (Sandy 2007).
This movement suggests a shift in the understanding of individuals’ relationship
with communities, and that more perspectives are available to be considered for
examining service. A critical hermeneutic approach to service-learning allows
for the central recognition of individual capacity for action and links the
understanding of identity in relation to others. Reciprocity is a commonly
articulated goal for ethical and effective service, much like the principles stated
at Stanford (Haas 2008), and indicates the importance of working with and for
others, rather than simply providing a service to others.
The extensive research on community service and volunteerism sets the
groundwork for the examination of the more idiosyncratic elements of the
international service experience. In looking at service from a critical hermeneutic
orientation, understanding oneself in the context of working with others is at the
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heart of the learning process and an integral part of the experience.
Understanding and meaning are at the heart of this framework, and can be
useful in examining the influence of service on identity and leadership. The
added complexity of international travel and different cultural traditions to
service opportunities introduce a myriad of factors related to identity and ethical
action. The following section explores the current literature on international
service opportunities.
Photograph 4. Stefani making watercolor puzzles with kids in Casa de la Niñez.
(F. Kazmi 2008)

International Service Experiences
In recent years, international service experiences have become
increasingly prevalent and available to young adults and college students. Over
the past twenty years the number of college students participating in
international service projects has increased (Tonkin 2004). Students choose to
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participate in international service for a variety of reasons including language
acquisition, cultural exchange, wanting to make a difference, exploration of one’s
own cultural heritage, or an interest in furthering their service experience from a
local context to an international one (Pusch 2004). There are also a number of
outcomes associated with the experience of international service. This section
explores the trends and areas for exploration that inform the research inquiry at
hand. Research in the area of understanding how international service
influences identity, leadership, and ethical action is limited.
Recent literature indicates that international service experiences have been
found to promote involvement in future service, skill acquisition of the
volunteer, and cultural understanding (McBride et al. 2004). A variety of
interpersonal outcomes have been associated with international service-learning
experiences as well. These experiences abroad provide students with
transformational learning including the concepts of dissonance, personalizing,
and global consciousness (Kiely 2002) and can enhance learning about different
pedagogies (Pagano 2003). International service-learning experiences also
provide students with insights about integrity, mutual respect, reciprocity,
inequity, and cross-cultural communication (Balas 2006). The outcomes listed
above demonstrate the influence of international service contributing to a
student’s understanding of himself or herself and the world on an intellectual
level.
In addition to personal development and skill acquisition, the concept of
dealing with a new culture, specific to an international service experience, has
also been explored. When students embark on service projects abroad, it has
been found that, “encounters with the unfamiliar that the familiar is questioned
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and reexamined and our sense of commonality is reevaluated” (Quiroga
2004:134). This emphasizes the aspect of traveling to a foreign land in
international service. As students move in and out of familiar experiences, their
comfort zone is tested in the transitions (Quiroga 2004:135). These findings
indicate that there is a very personal aspect of the journey that can be
transformative for students and can best be captured in narrative.
While there are many positive outcomes that can be attributed to
international service, challenges may also be presented in a variety of areas. One
example is when the expectations of service fall short or are disconcerting for
students. This discrepancy between experience and expectation has been found
as a source of student dissatisfaction with international service learning (Cook
2004).

In addition, students are sometimes challenged by the act of traveling to

examine their national pride and ethnocentrism regarding cultural values
(Quiroga 2004:136-7). Some students cling tighter to what they think is right
about their own cultural values, while others are humbled by the different
perspectives available. Acknowledgement of this challenge and the inherent
power dynamics that threaten the use of a paternalistic paradigm require an
investigation into the ethics of international service. It is important to explore the
ethical considerations inherently associated with international service.
While international experiences can be exciting moments of learning for
students, along with traveling and studying abroad comes a certain level of
moral ambiguity (Barbour 2006). The process of going abroad to perform service
has the potential for moral and ethical ambiguity if students are not prepared for
the reality of the experience and do not have a strong self-awareness, respect for
local tradition or knowledge, or an orientation towards new understandings. It
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is important for the student to possess an awareness of the community in which
they are interacting, as there are potentially negative implications of what the
service means for the local people (Cunningham 2004). A critique of
international volunteerism from a local perspective indicates that despite good
intentions in service the imposition of American ideals suggest local inferiority
and can be perceived as normalization to Western practices (Do 2002). These
potentially negative implications can include an imperialistic and hegemonic
approach to learning and understanding other cultures.
International service can also be a potentially destructive situation, which
arguably creates disorder within communities when approached with a
paternalistic framework (Illich 1968). It is crucial for students to be aware of the
reality of the situation that they will be in and the limitations that they may face
due to the constraints of a short-term project. Generally long-term commitment,
trust, and relationships with people are desirable in service settings in order to
make a sustainable and lasting difference in another community. The potential
ethical dilemma of imposing hardship or an unsustainable project exposes a
delicate relationship within international service learning experiences. This
tension requires reconciliation between good intentions and ethical aim. There is
a distinction between the ethics of international service, and the ethical action
that is tied up within ones identity and requires an understanding of
responsibility for oneself and others. Discussions around the ethics of service
include the due diligence and impact on local communities and agencies beyond
the focus of student learning (Tonkin 2004). It is imperative that we also examine
the ethical implications of international service on an individual level, for one’s
capacity to act is influenced by ethical aim and reverence for others.
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These findings can be useful and tell part of the story about service and
volunteerism abroad for college students, but there is a lacuna in the research
that explores the influence of international service on identity through narrative.
The research suggests that international service experiences can have positive
effects on the behavior and knowledge of students. While these studies focus on
outcomes and results of international service, additional research from a critical
hermeneutic orientation can further our understanding of the influence of such
experiences on possible actions and implications for identity and meaning. This
dissertation intends to shed light on the ways that students can view their
experience as related to their personal identity, ethical action, and possibilities as
a leader in the future. In order to better understand how students might see their
own experiences in relation to the culture of those they are visiting in different
countries, a look at the role of one’s worldview is necessary.
Culture and Worldview
Historically, liberal education in the United States has been associated
with cultivating responsible citizens of the world, not just citizens of an
individual group or region (Nussbaum 2002). Institutions of higher education
often claim that their aim is to shape global citizens and future leaders in the
world. It is critical to understand the varying definitions of global citizenship
along with the implications that such a name may have for individuals and
institutions. There are ethical and practical considerations inherent in defining
global citizenship, and in this context it can be seen as one who sees him or
herself as ethically committed and responsible to others in the world (Dower
2000.) A further exploration of this concept from a critical hermeneutic
orientation will be presented in the theoretical framework for this research under
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the discussion of recognition and responsibility. An interpretive approach to
global citizenship includes the idea that how one sees the world can shape one’s
understanding of responsibility towards others. While some see global
citizenship as an ideal goal to work towards, the label in itself can be misleading
and paternalistic in that those with the privilege of traveling in and out of
different lands often have the resources and freedom to do so.
In discussing how colleges and universities can prepare students leaders
for global success, it is necessary to explore the concepts of worldview and
culture in order to cultivate an understanding of responsibility towards others. It
is also important to recognize the value in cultural exchange, while respecting
differences and understanding the ideologies that contribute to one’s own
understanding of the world. These are critical understandings that are often
associated with international experiences for students, whether through study,
research, or service. When students embark on a journey to a foreign country,
they uniformly encounter different cultures. Each student comes from a
particular culture, which informs his or her view of the world.
In describing the movement towards an interpretive theory of culture,
Clifford Geertz (1973:12) writes, “[c]ulture is public because meaning is.” This
indicates that inherent in understanding a culture is the critical notion that there
is a shared concept in which different people create and interpret the meaning of
symbols, actions, and rituals. The intersection of people from different cultures
provides an opportunity for humility and respect for the understanding of the
other to emerge. Geertz (1968:14) adds that, “understanding a people’s culture
exposes their normalness without reducing their peculiarity.” In interacting with
individuals from other cultures, one can immediately see the commonalities and
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the distinctions that make each one unique, and this can be a common
phenomenon that students experience when traveling abroad. Some students
read about international issues and attempt to academically prepare for their
upcoming encounter with different cultures before their departure, but it is
impossible to fully understand the nuances of any culture through textbook
studies alone. The experience of international travel contributes to the essence of
understanding oneself in relation to others. Geertz (1973) also writes:
[t]he notion that the essence of what it means to be human is most clearly
revealed in those features of human culture that are universal rather than
those that are distinctive to this people or that is a prejudice we are not
necessarily obliged to share (p. 43).
In order to appreciate differences, it is important to see and understand the
commonalities that individuals share. The universalities recognized by students
traveling abroad to engage in service are reminders of the interconnectedness
between cultures and relation to one’s own life experience.
It is important for students to understand their own worldviews and that
the constituents with whom they will be working have a worldview and life
experience distinct from their own. Robert Redfield (1952:30) asserts that there is
a universality of worldviews, stating that the “…self is the axis of worldview.
Every man distinguishes himself from all else.” This statement alludes to the
idea that the identity of each person is in relation to others through the act of
distinction. Geertz (1973:127) also writes, “[t]heir worldview is their picture of
the way things in sheer actuality are, their concepts of nature, of self, of society.”
Students must be open to understanding the worldview of the people whom
they are visiting and what the concept of culture means in the local context. This
is an important foundation from which to move forward into exploring student
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identity and international service from a hermeneutic framework. Ricoeur (1992)
asserts that it is not enough to distinguish oneself from others, but it is
paramount to recognize that one’s identity is tied to our relation to other people.
This demonstrates the hermeneutic difference in examining the relationship
among people and identity. An interpretive orientation to understanding culture
and worldview require individuals to acknowledge their understanding of
themselves in relationship with others.
The anthropological perspective in higher education and student identity
research is sometimes conflated with the mainstream notions of culture and
identity. Anthropological contributions to the understanding of culture and
identity include, “a more critical cultural awareness, such as the rejection of the
essentialist identification of culture and race, and the overthrow of evolutionist
notions of cultural difference that held other cultures to be ‘lower’ or inferior to...
hegemonic Western culture” (Turner 1992:416). This view challenges the
multicultural perspective, which places ethnic or racially-based culture as a
primary source of identification. In discussing the implications of culture
through critical anthropology, Turner (1992:426) writes, “[t]he capacity for
culture does not inhere in individuals as such but arises as an aspect of collective
social life, with its concomitants of cooperative human and social reproduction.”
This understanding of culture as a social phenomenon coupled with the
implications for worldview provides a foundation for narrative identity as an
approach to working with students engaging in international service.
College Student Identity Development
Research in the area of college student identity development has been
based on frameworks that focus on different cognitive and psychosocial stages
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that a student passes through (Pascarella and Terenzini 2005). This school of
thought has been widely accepted in the field, and taught in many graduate
preparation programs as a rubric for future student affairs administrators. From
topics such as retention, student participation in college, and identity
development, educational researchers typically employ scientific research
methods, draw conclusions, and make predictions of behavior based on the
findings. While these methodologies have been useful and have identified broad
trends within higher education that have influenced numerous administrators
and academics, they do not tell the entire story. Using a critical hermeneutic
orientation in research highlights the integral role that context, relationships, and
histories have in understanding our interactions with one another and a
student’s identity. An introduction to critical hermeneutic orientation in research
on identity is further explored and presented below in the following section.
Higher education researchers have explored the importance of integrating
a variety of dimensions of a student’s experience into his or her personal,
academic, and professional development from an analytical and objective
perspective. There is a commonplace conception of identity, “as residing in an
individual self standing apart from the world within which the self resides”
(Freeman 2007:929). This aligns with the literature regarding student identity
development within higher education research. There are numerous models of
student identity development including: multicultural identity development
theories (Cross 1971; Helms 1990), cognitive development models (Perry 1970;
Kohlberg 1969; Gilligan 1977), and psychosocial models of student development
(Erikson 1959; Chickering 1969; Marcia 1965). These have been the foundational
theories used by student affairs administrators in understanding student identity
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and creating and implementing programs and practices to meet their needs.
These works have provided the foundation for understanding college student
identity development.
William Tierney (1999; 1992) makes a case for theoretical models to better
understand student participation in college rather than the previously-used
social integrationist perspective. He asserts that such perspectives, “work from a
positivist framework where law-like generalizations are possible and the implicit
assumptions and beliefs of both the researcher and the researched are irrelevant“
(Tierney 1992:611). Moreover, the changing nature of student life on campus
presents researchers and administrators with a paradoxical situation where the
current trends in research and theoretical development are incongruent with the
context and population that students are in within higher education institutions
(Pascarella and Terenzini 1999). This requires new theoretical frameworks that
provide researchers and practitioners with the opportunity to critically view the
current models and employ a new approach to working with students.
Since Tierney’s call for new ways of looking at students in college, some
educational researchers have introduced the use of critical theory and
postmodernism (Tanaka 2002; Tierney 1999). In this space for new frameworks
to emerge, student affairs professionals can be better equipped with more
options in which to understand and assist students in a changing and complex
world. By looking at identity from an ontological perspective, administrators
may be able to make meaning and understanding of students’ experiences with
and for others in a different manner. While others have asserted the implications
of using narrative in work and research of college students’ experiences (Baxter
Magolda 2003; Jones and Abes 2004; Tierney 1999), a hermeneutic orientation
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furthers this movement by providing an ontological understanding of identity in
relation to others.
There has been a trend within educational research focused on college
student development to better understand individuals’ meaning-making
capacity and to help students find personal meaning in interactions with one
another (Abes et al. 2007; Baxter Magolda 2003; McEwen 2003). This indicates
that there have been new ways of looking at student experiences highlighting the
meaning that is prescribed from various events. The main difference here, from
a critical interpretive orientation, is that meaning-making is seen as solely an
individual act, whereas with hermeneutics, meaning is made with an
understanding of our necessary relationship with others. Herda (1999:7) states
that, “[a] full and mature sense of self does not stem from a developmental
process grounded in individualism but instead arises from a recognition that in
one’s relationship with others there resides the possibility of seeing and
understanding the world, and therefore one’s self, differently.” It is with this
understanding of identity in relation to others that a critical hermeneutic
orientation towards students and their interactions with others provides the
basis for my study.
Critical Hermeneutic Orientation
Student learning and identity are concepts that can be explored through
narratives within critical hermeneutic theory. This theoretical approach to
research can assist students in comprehending their experiences abroad through
reflection, narrative, understanding, and discourse. Critical hermeneutics is an
interpretive orientation to research that uncovers new understandings about
social phenomena, and is concerned with relationships, meaning, ethical action,
32

and imagination. It is, “the theory of the operations of understanding in their
relation to the interpretation of texts” (Ricoeur 1981:43). Within the critical
hermeneutic approach, “understanding is not the grasping of a fact, but the
apprehending a possibility of being” (Ricoeur 1981:56). The critical hermeneutic
orientation to understanding employs a philosophical anthropological
foundation that involves a shift from an epistemological perspective of knowing
to an ontological framework of being. This distinction is critical in understanding
that hermeneutics does not purport to bestow or uncover predetermined
knowledge. Ricoeur (1981) suggests that a critical hermeneutics is,
…wholly engaged in going back to the foundations, a movement which
leads from the epistemological question concerning the conditions of
possibility of the human sciences to the ontological structure of
understanding (p. 88).
It involves interpretation, which provides meaning and understanding in order
to act with ethical intention. The terms critical hermeneutics and interpretive theory
will be used interchangeably throughout this dissertation. A critical hermeneutic
approach encourages new thinking about identity and ethics, which are the main
areas of interest for this research.
Martin Heidegger (1962) introduces an ontological viewpoint by placing
importance on understanding one’s being in the world through language. This
removes the focus from individuals, actions, and knowledge to be acquired, and
places it on the social aspects of being. The ontological approach to student
development requires a paradigm shift to understand how others’ stories can
influence on our own being over time. It acknowledges the necessity of preconceived understandings that each of us use to interpret interactions with
others and experiences in the world. Herda (1999:25) writes, “the prejudice or
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bias becomes a necessary part of the act of interpretation, because we bring our
background and being to the act.” In adopting the critical hermeneutic approach
to understanding student identity, we recognize that individuals have unique life
histories and the interactions between people in communities can be understood
in a more meaningful manner. This allows for authentic conversations and a
fruitful approach to making sense of lived experiences.
Richard Kearney (2002:8) states that, “most ideas of identity, in short, have
been constructed in relation to some notion of alterity.” This is consistent with
much of the educational research that focuses on differences and identification
through categories. At a time in history when oversimplified categorizations of
identity, nationalism, and belonging threaten to distance our connection to one
another, this project with a critical hermeneutic orientation can embrace the
interwoven aspects of peoples’ lives through narrative identity. Kearney (2002:9)
proposes that what is needed is, “a critical hermeneutic capable of addressing the
dialectic of others… a hermeneutic that can solicit ethical decisions without
succumbing to over hasty acts of binary exclusion.” This refers to understanding
others, seeing how the relationships among people are paramount in
understanding identity, and that we all have the capacity to act. It is often the
case that individuals act in ways that exclude and stereotype others. A critical
hermeneutic orientation requires us to reach for understanding with others for a
true ethical aim rather than relinquishing critical thought at the expense of the
ease of judgment. There is a sense of responsibility and belonging towards one
another that is captured in a critical hermeneutic approach.
Students who engage in international service are often interested in
becoming involved by a sense of social justice and responsibility. In order for
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students to go forward and engage in purposeful and ethical public service
abroad, it is critical for them to understand their responsibilities and give
meaning to their identity in relation to others. This begins with an
understanding of one’s personal history that informs the way they see the world
and make sense out of life experiences.
Hans George Gadamer (2006:292) writes that, “[t]he task of hermeneutics
is to clarify … understanding, which is not a mysterious communion of souls,
but sharing in a common meaning.” Unlike the positivistic tradition in social
sciences, which asserts objectivity as a fundamental component of sound
research, critical hermeneutics requires one to view the text with our pre-figured
notions of how things work. It requires participation, belonging, and openness
to new understandings (Herda 1999). Ricoeur (1981:76) writes,
[t]he epistemological implications of the ontological concept of historical
efficacy are easy to discern… scientific research does not escape the
historical consciousness of those who live and make history. Historical
knowledge cannot free itself from the historical condition. It follows that
the project of a science free from prejudices is impossible.
This view of history recognizes the importance of considering where one has
been in order to make sense of how one sees the world. The critical hermeneutic
orientation requires an honest recognition of one’s assumptions and
preconceived ideas in order to fully engage in the research topic.
As students embark on journeys abroad to participate in service, a critical
hermeneutic orientation can allow them to fully embrace their personal life
histories at the point of intersecting with the life histories of those whom they
meet. Gadamer (2006:445) states that, “[b]y entering foreign language-worlds,
we overcome the prejudices and limitations of our previous experience of the
world…we return home with new experiences.” When traveling with one’s
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prejudices, the unknown of living life in a foreign land provides perspectives on
new ways of being. This new understanding of the world that students bring
back as a new part of their narrative identity also influences the greater campus
community through action.
The interpretive process of data collection and analysis provide a stark
contrast from that within a positivistic, social scientific paradigm. This approach
is reflective of students’ interpretations of their own experiences and can assist in
understanding their personal identity by promoting a sense of who one is in
relation to the other. In order to get a sense of critical hermeneutics or
interpretive theory it is essential to understand that understanding focuses on
the ontological aspect of identity as mentioned earlier in the chapter in the
discussion on service- learning. In looking at international service experiences,
student identity, and ethical action through a critical hermeneutic lens the stage
is set to move forward in the journey of understanding. It can provide
researchers and educators with a new medium to assist students during their
time at the university, and may be able to shift the way we make decisions about
our approaches to working with students in their experiences abroad.
Summary
Chapter Three imparts a review of literature that establishes an
understanding of the issues and a theoretical and philosophical framework upon
which the present study intends to build. The sections within this Chapter
included: service and volunteerism, international service experiences, culture
and worldview, college student identity development, and hermeneutic
orientation. Each section within this review of literature adds history and
understanding to inform the narrative inquiry into this research topic. The
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unification of these areas, in preparation for inquiry into the influence of
international service on college student identity, necessitates a research protocol
that includes the interpretation of meaning which uses narrative.
The following section presents an overview of the protocol and
underlying research paradigm that was used in the study. An introduction to
participatory research from a critical hermeneutic orientation will be explained.
Chapter Four sets forth a detailed description of the protocol for this study,
including the theoretical framework, research categories, and ways in which data
was collected and analyzed for the present study. As mentioned in the previous
chapters, a critical hermeneutic approach towards research is employed in the
development of this study, and Chapter Four will illuminate the underpinnings
of this approach.
Photograph 5. Bianca making boats float with a child in Oaxaca, Mexico.
(B. Argueza 2008)

37

CHAPTER FOUR
RESEARCH PROTOCOL
Introduction: New Understandings through an Interpretive Approach
Critical hermeneutics provides an orientation towards research that
emphasizes the uncovering of new understandings about a specific topic through
an interpretive process of data collection and analysis. This research project is
guided by participatory inquiry protocol informed by critical hermeneutics,
which is outlined in this chapter. Being participatory in nature, the creation of
the research data takes place with and for the participants, though the researcher
has the primary responsibility in guiding the project and presenting the findings.
In describing field-based hermeneutic research Herda (1999:86) states that, “the
object is to create collaboratively a text that allows us to carry out the integrative
act of reading, interpreting, and critiquing our understandings.” This indicates
the participatory nature of the protocol and the main focus of this interpretive
approach, which ultimately aims to provide both researcher and participant with
new understandings.
The nature of the research topic I selected lends itself towards an
orientation in critical hermeneutics due to the highly personal and potentially
emotional aspects of international service. As individuals choose to travel
internationally in the name of public service and encounter various challenges,
triumphs, moments for reflection, and personal interactions, this journey
becomes an integral part of the individuals’ narrative identity. As such, it can
become a deeply personal interest for the participant and the researcher hearing
about the experience. Herda (1999:101) states that, “[o]nly by traveling with our
interests to the point of questioning what implications our interests have for our
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lives in community will we be able to place ourselves in a position of critic and
see the contradictions in our lives.” Critical hermeneutics allows us to recognize
the capacity for ethical action within individuals and calls the reader to imagine
new possibilities as they come away with new understandings from the text of
the research. Rather than employing a positivist paradigm, the critical
hermeneutic orientation was selected for its authentic approach to understanding
how human experiences are shaped with one another and how these experiences
influence one’s identity. This chapter includes an overview of the theoretical
framework for the research, an introduction to the participants, the protocol for
data collection and data analysis, and a review of the pilot study conducted to
test the research protocol.
Theoretical Framework
In exploring this research topic from a hermeneutic orientation, the
establishment of theoretical categories helped to shape the data collection and
findings. International service experiences can be interpreted by a number of
areas within the hermeneutic tradition. There are aspects of this type of
experience that require the use of a hermeneutic orientation, such as the act of
being in another setting, the temporality of the event, and the ethical
components. In order to understand the text of international service experiences
and its potential for action, the following three areas inform the theoretical
framework for the present study: 1) Ricoeur’s concepts of narrative identity and
ethical aim, 2) Ricoeur’s concept of recognition paired with an understanding of
humility, and 3) Gadamer’s conception of fusion of horizons. This section
explores the theoretical framework of each of the research categories used in the
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research protocol and how they relate to college students engaging in
international service, identity, and ethical action.
Narrative Identity and Ethical Aim
The world of the text opens the door to seeing a world of difference, both
in the individual and the communities in which the students are visiting.
Narrative identity can be seen through texts as discourse or print and reveals
both permanent and temporal aspects of oneself. The narrative mediates the
tension between the changing and un-changing aspects of identity, the various
life experiences that contribute to a larger life story, and the different people who
interact with the plot. The relationship with others is fixed through emplotment
in the narrative. Narrative identity can provide important insights in
understanding the relationship between international service, identity, and
ethical action. This category provides the foundation in which those concepts are
drawn together. Additionally, this section addresses narrative identity by
looking at the ethical dimensions of selfhood through discussions on self-esteem,
solicitude, and ethical aim.
In exploring narrative identity, one must embrace his or her own histories,
traditions, and cultural backgrounds, which contribute to the understanding of
oneself. Identity has both permanent and temporal aspects (Ricoeur 1992:116).
The permanent aspects of identity remain unchanged in the physical being of
who one is, such as one’s ethnic heritage, gender, or other fixed attributes. It is
the temporal aspect of identity that is shaped by the stories and experiences in
one’s life. The stories are the focus in narrative identity, and come together to
create a larger narrative of one as a person in relation to others. International
service experiences provide a dynamic platform for extending one’s story.
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Understanding narrative identity and relationships with others begins with a
discussion of self-esteem from a critical hermeneutic orientation.
Ricoeur (1992) explores the idea of self-esteem, in a way that differs from
the viewpoints of social scientists in fields such as psychology and sociology.
From an ontological perspective within hermeneutic inquiry, he considers the
concept of personal identity in relation to selfhood and others. He argues that
“selfhood of oneself implies otherness to such an intimate degree that one cannot
be thought of without the other” (Ricoeur 1992:3). This is a significant point to
start with in the discussion of international service, identity, and ethics as there is
an obvious moment of connection between individuals from different
backgrounds. In engaging in service abroad, a student will undoubtedly
encounter other people in this journey. This includes fellow classmates on the
same voyage, local people in community, professors, administrators, and peers
with whom they interact with upon their return. As they embark on this
journey, their identity expands and their understanding of themselves in
Photograph 6. Children in Quito, brushing their teeth with volunteers. (F. Kazmi 2008)
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relationship to others serves as the basis for this research inquiry.
Narrative identity emphasizes the essence of individuals as beings and the
relationship with others, making it central to one’s self-understanding and how
one receive others. It shapes the relationship with others in terms of respect and
care, as it implies that one cannot have esteem for oneself without holding the
highest regard for others. Beyond the idea of understanding oneself through
relationships with others, Ricoeur (1992:193) describes that the concept of
solicitude “adds the dimension of value, whereby each person is irreplaceable in
our affection and our esteem.” This emphasizes that each person is significantly
tied to one’s understanding of oneself in the world. One must posses a good
sense of self in order to engage with and recognize others. He also states that,
“The autonomy of the self will appear then to be tightly bound up with
solicitude for one’s neighbor and with justice for each individual” (Ricoeur
1992:18). As students’ develop relationships with others in their public service
opportunities abroad, solicitude should accompany the sense of responsibility
for each person whom they encounter along the way.
Ricoeur’s conception of self-esteem is also embedded with the key idea
that ethical actions influence the person initiating the action and others related to
that aim. He defines ethical intention as “aiming at the ‘good life’ with and for
others, in just institutions” (Ricoeur 1992:172). This concept encapsulates the
idea that the ‘good life’ cannot be had without true acknowledgement of others
and that ethical intention is contained in this. Ethical intention serves as an
important element of narrative identity. Another important distinction is that it
is important to not only consider service for others, but with others as well. It is
through involvement both with and for others that ethical aim can be attained.
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For a student embarking on a journey in international service, it is critical
to help him or her to see this relationship of belonging to others. Kearney
(2002:27) also writes, “narrative identity, which sustains some notion of selfhood
over the passage of time, may serve as guarantor for one’s fidelity to the other.”
In understanding that ethical action is integral to narrative identity over time, we
are bound to honor others through the act of remembering. The historical
memory of ethical action for and with others informs our future actions. This is a
significant factor in understanding the connection between narrative identity and
leadership capabilities of students. Beyond its utility and appropriateness for
this research project, an interpretive approach towards identity and ethical aim
in the context of international service experiences provides space for meaning,
understanding, and the capacity for action.
Recognition and Humility
Inherent in the concept of recognition, Ricoeur (2005) asserts that there are
three distinct uses: identification, mutual understanding, and the idea of
acknowledgement or to bear witness through gratitude. These three uses
parallel the experience of international service as students go through the process
of identifying themselves, finding mutual understanding with others, and feeling
gratitude for the experience which provided them with many lessons. To take a
closer look, recognition begins with identification of oneself as distinct from
another in that “[s]elf-recognition thus found in the unfolding of the figures of
the ‘I can,’ which together make up the portrait of the capable human being”
(Ricoeur 2005:151). This indicates one of the first elements of understanding
oneself in relation to others through identification.
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It also suggests that each person has a capacity to act and create meaning
in a new space. With this capacity to act, Herda (1999:8) states “most of us need
to exercise our sense of responsibility more than our rights in order to change
and improve society. This begins with a sense of who we are and what our
responsibilities are, wherever we find ourselves, whether in a just or in an unjust
system.”

This is critical as it refers to the responsibility that we have for and

with others, and is tied to the concepts of recognition and capacity for action. For
college students, this interpretation of social responsibility can be helpful,
especially for those choosing to volunteer abroad. Ricoeur (2005:200) adds, “[t]he
term responsibility therefore covers self-assertion and the recognition of the
equal right of others to contribute to advances in the rule of law and rights.” In
this sense, responsibility and recognition are not merely concepts that refer to an
individual, but rather, they convey a fundamental sense of action and ethics for
the larger community at hand. This idea is consistent with that of developing
global citizens as discussed earlier in the literature review. Nussbaum (2002:295)
states that:
Citizens who cultivate their humanity need, further, an ability to
see themselves as not simply citizens of some local region or group
but also, and above all, as human beings bound to all other human
beings by ties of recognition and concern.
This point illustrates the necessary understanding that recognition and
compassion can play in the development of students as global citizens. If they
are able to possess this understanding of themselves and the traditions they
come from, they may approach an international service experience in a way that
allows growth and new dimensions to identity.
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Mutual recognition is a key idea in understanding identity within
interpretive theory. Ricoeur (2005:21) states that mutual recognition “is indeed
our most authentic identity, the one that makes us who we are, that demands to
be recognized.” His general argument is that mutual recognition requires an
expectation that one is in a position to be recognized and to also have recognition
for others. This concept can provide students who engage in international
service with an understanding of not only their recognition of the people they are
serving, but also the recognition they demand by being there. In terms of
identity, Ricoeur (2005:187) states, “[t]he course of self-recognition ends in
mutual recognition.” If it is through mutual recognition that identity in the form
of self-recognition appears, it is critical for educators and administrators in a
university setting to nurture and assist students in their journey towards mutual
understanding.
While the concept of humility is not explicitly mentioned within
hermeneutic literature, it is relevant to Ricoeur’s concept of recognition. In his
third use for recognition, acknowledgement and gratitude, humility emerges as a
relevant component. There are different interpretations of humility, from being
equated with “a sense of unworthiness and low self-regard, …to a rich,
multifaceted construct that entails an accurate assessment of one's characteristics,
an ability to acknowledge limitations, and a forgetting of the self” (Tangney
2000:70). Andre Comte-Sponville (2001:140) states that “[h]umility is not
contempt for oneself, or if it is, it is informed contempt, deriving not from
ignorance of what we are but from the knowledge, or rather the
acknowledgement, of all that we are not.” This understanding of humility
compliments Ricoeur’s concept of recognition, as it acknowledges all that one
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person is not, in the recognition of others’ unique attributes, worldviews, and
ideas.
Inherent to the concept of international pubic service is a power dynamic
that requires humility to be presented to a community with ethical action.
Giving something usually results in some form of acknowledgement or
recognition. Additionally, the act of giving comes with a connotation, that “[t]he
experience of a gift, apart from its symbolic, indirect, rare, even exceptional
character, is inseparable from its burden on the potential conflicts, tied to the
creative tension between generosity and obligation” (Ricoeur 2005:245). This
infers that the act of giving (or providing service in this case) necessarily requires
humility on the part of the recipient. In seeing this as an aspect of mutual
recognition, students must be able to act with humility and understand the
implications that their service has on communities. The individual or group
imposing that burden of giving in the first place should share this sense of
humility to achieve mutual recognition.
Fusion of Horizons
Students who are afforded the chance to engage in the experience of going
abroad have an incredible opportunity to gain new understandings about
themselves and others in the place they are visiting. They travel with their
interests to engage in projects and volunteer work that can provide them with
the opportunity to see things beyond their normal perspectives and experiences
in life. From a critical hermeneutic perspective, international service provides a
setting for inquiry into the students’ transformative experiences. Gadamer
(2006:304) states,
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Transposing ourselves consists neither in empathy of one individual for
another nor in subordinating another person to our own standards; rather,
it always involves rising to a higher universality that overcomes not only
our own particularity but also that of the other. The concept of “horizon”
suggests itself because it expresses the superior breadth of vision that the
person who is trying to understand must have.
This illustrates the concept of a horizon and the position that the student can
come to the experience of international service with their preconceived notions of
the world, their role in it, and the experiences that they have had in life to that
point. It requires an orientation towards reaching new understandings
(Habermas 1984). A fusion of horizons is a change in one’s understanding of the
world through experiences and meaningful interactions with others.
Gadamer (2006:303) said that “[t]he historical movement of human life
consists in the fact that it is never absolutely bound to any one standpoint…the
horizon is, rather, something into which we move and that moves with us.
Horizons change for a person who is moving.” Students who have the
opportunity to travel abroad for public service are immersed in a place of
constant movement with the opportunity for their horizon to change. They are
physically moving in and out of different lands and communities, emotionally
moving into situations that might challenge their sense of identity and comfort,
and moving spiritually on a journey that allows them to recognize their
connection to others with whom they interact. This movement, as Gadamer
states, has the potential of creating a fusion of horizons in oneself, which can
make a tremendous difference in the course of one’s life. Experiences abroad
provide students with a space for movement to explore their identity and
personal understandings in the world. Knowing that movement is integral to the
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process of international service, this serves as a framework in which we can
better see how the student is transformed through the experience.
Meaningful international experiences can influence a person’s
perspectives and sense of self at anytime in one’s life. The nature of the
experience requires students to stretch beyond that with which they are
comfortable. This transformation for students through international experiences,
when done in context of university studies or service to complement academic
studies, can affect change in their worldviews, which may also influence their
role on a college campus and beyond. Herda (1999:109) states, “[t]he fusion of
horizons is the aim of hermeneutic research, which opens possibilities for our
new understandings with concomitant actions.” The action of students engaging
in international service with ethical aim takes place concurrently with the process
of gaining new understandings and expanding one’s narrative identity.
Choice of Research Topic and Research Sites
As mentioned in the introduction in Chapter One, this study is personally
relevant to my work with college students, and professionally important as I
hope to make a contribution to the field of student affairs by introducing new
ways of understanding student identity, leadership, and ethical action. I have
chosen this topic from a sincere interest in understanding the influence of
international service experiences on student identity and ethical action. Having
traveled abroad to engage in service, I have seen the potential influence on my
own identity. My involvement as a staff member at Stanford University
provided me with access to the research site and students who participated in
international service. As mentioned in Chapter Two, the primary group of
students who participated in this study were from the student group Volunteers
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in Latin America (VILA). I chose to provide a historical and social introduction
to Ecuador since the majority of my research participants were involved with
VILA, and therefore traveled to Quito. I also chose to include other students
who traveled independently or through another on-campus program in order to
emphasize the different narratives possible through international service. This
research abided by the Human Subjects regulations of the University of San
Francisco and was approved in spring 2008.
Research Categories
The purpose of this section is to provide an overview of the initial
research categories as discussed in the theoretical framework earlier. These
specific categories guided conversations and the overall research inquiry and
data analysis for my study. Within participatory hermeneutic research,
categories are developed based on the review of literature, the researcher’s
interests in the topic at hand, and their relevant experiences. The three research
categories for this study were: narrative identity and ethical aim, recognition and
humility, and new understandings.
The first category, narrative identity and ethical aim, illuminates the
course of the journey that students embark upon, from beginning to end and
beyond. In choosing to engage in international service, some students have a
personal interest in the area they are visiting by way of familial or ethnic
background, while others are compelled to go for the new experience that such
an endeavor would offer. This category, based in narrative identity (Ricoeur
1992), includes students’ histories, and the aspects of their stories that brought
them to this action in the first place. Ethical aim also alludes to the future
capacity for action that a student has or believes he may have.
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Category two, recognition and humility, serves to elucidate the meaning
that international service experiences had on students within this study. This
category, based on the work of Ricoeur (2005), presents two concepts that relate
to the experience with others and informs ethical aim and new understandings.
Students who embark on international service experiences may be presented
with many opportunities to encounter recognition and humility within
themselves in relation to others.
This third category signifies the new understandings that the student
comes away with about his or her own sense of self, being, place in the world,
and conceptions of leadership. Based on the theoretical concept of fusion of
horizons (Gadamer 2006), this category serves as the third area in which the
students’ journey abroad has a lasting influence on his or her identity. The
construct of new understandings emerges out of the reflections and stories that
the student engages in within the research conversation. This category guided
conversation and data analysis for my study and served as an area of learning for
the participants in the study.
These three initial research categories served as beginning points for data
collection and analysis. I selected categories that would support the exploration
of international service’s influence on identity, leadership, and ethical aim. The
categories aimed to inspire themes from the research conversations and provided
opportunities for new understandings to emerge for the researcher and the
participant. From these categories, questions were developed to elicit
conversations around the topic of the influence of international service on
identity, ethics, and leadership. The next section provides a detailed outline of
research questions that I used as conversation guides.
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Research Questions
Critical hermeneutic inquiry proposes that research questions serve as a
general guideline in which to move through the conversation with participants.
Questions can play a significant role in guiding conversations to uncover new
understandings about a given topic. Table 1 contains the research questions that
were used within each category to guide the conversations with participants who
engaged directly in international service projects. These questions were not
intended to be asked in a formulaic manner, rather, they served as general
guidelines for the conversations in order to explore the possibilities within each
research category.
Table 1: Categories and Research Question Guides
Category

Research Question Guides

Ethical Aim

Why did you decide to go abroad to do service?
What was your experience with the local
community?
How can international service experiences help
other students?

Recognition and
Humility

How did you prepare for your trip?
Who did you meet?
How did you feel while you were there?
Now that you have returned, what do you think
about the experience?

New Understandings

What did you learn from your experiences doing
international service?
What were your defining moments from performing
service abroad?
How do you see yourself or the world differently?
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These questions were used in the pilot study and minor changes were made to
accommodate the nuanced experiences to encourage greater understanding and
reflection upon international service. These changes included broadening the
scope of the questions to explore the students’ thoughts about how this
experience influenced how they see the world. In addition, the final research
questions sought to solicit specific moments and narratives that were meaningful
to the participants. Although there was not a specific question pertaining to the
ethics of international service or the ethical aim of their experience, this emerged
in conversation and was implied in the discussion of the working title of this
research.
Entrée to Research Sites
As I engaged in this research project with an interpretive orientation, a
critical aspect of this inquiry was that the participatory nature of the research
conversations be based on a trusting relationship with mutual respect. Because
of my employment at Stanford and existing relationships with staff members in
the Haas Center for Public Service, I was fortunate to have access to individuals
who were open to and interested in my research topic. The access that I had to
the international service programs, organizations, and individuals assisted my
ability to create trusting relationships with my conversation partners over time.
Informal discussions with students and administrators regarding participation in
the training sessions that took place for the campus-sponsored participants prior
to departure revealed a sincere enthusiasm for participation and interest in my
research.
My initial conversation with a senior administrator led to an invitation to
conduct a reflection-based writing exercise with the Haas Summer International
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Service Program (SISP) participants prior to departure. These essays were very
helpful as I read them while in Quito, and they shed light on some of the
common goals and expectations that the students had in embarking on an
international service trip. Once the trips were complete and students returned to
campus in the fall quarter, I was able to send a message to the participants,
informing them of my research and formally inviting them to participate in my
research. I sent each student a letter outlining the details of this research to
confirm their participation (see Appendix 2). My conversations with the
participants of this program took place a few months after their return.
Through my work in student activities, I was familiar with the student
group, Volunteers in Latin America, and personally knew a few students who
had participated in their prior trips to Ecuador. After speaking with a few
alumni from VILA, I emailed the leadership. Maria, one of the co-presidents at
the time, replied and was enthusiastic to meet. She provided me with resources,
information, and access to the group. We had an initial conversation about her
past international service experience, and she was gracious in welcoming me to
their group training in the spring. As part of my participation in this research
and to gain a better understanding of my participants’ experiences, I traveled
with Volunteers in Latin America (VILA) to Quito, Ecuador in July 2008.
Subsequently, upon my return to campus after this service abroad, I had the
opportunity to attend and participate in their group meetings to discuss their
experiences and invite any interested volunteers to participate in my research.
Participant Selection and Introduction
Participants for this study (Appendix 4) were selected from the student
group, VILA, and from the Haas Summer International Service Program, and
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were referred to me by staff and students whom I know personally. One
participant heard about the research that I was doing from another student, and
she contacted me to participate. Each of the students in this study participated in
international service during the summer of 2008 and was a matriculated
undergraduate student at Stanford University during the 2008-2009 academic
year. Participants were asked to voluntarily engage in conversations reflecting
upon their international service experiences and share relevant stories and
insights.
Because of the nature of critical hermeneutic participatory inquiry, it was
important to have participants who were interested in their experience of
international service. Herda (1999:101) writes that “[o]ur interests and the
interests of others give meaning to our search and inquiry collaboratively over
time.” It is for this reason that I selected participants who were passionate about
their service and interested in better understanding their experience abroad.
Each participant enthusiastically volunteered to take part in this research. A
letter of invitation (Appendix 1) was sent to each participant, which included an
overview of the research topic, guiding questions, and protocol for the study.
Participants for this research signed a consent form (Appendix 5) that clearly
indicated that their involvement in this research is not anonymous and that their
names and images would be included in the final research document. The
students in Volunteers in Latin America also consented to my photography of
their work in Ecuador.
The participants for this research included twelve undergraduate students
from Stanford of various backgrounds and academic interests who engaged in
international service in the summer of 2008. They traveled to different countries
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around the world including: Ecuador, South Africa, Mexico, Papua New Guinea,
China, and Eritrea. The research participants for this study also have varying
experiences with prior international travel, including first-time travelers, those
who have experienced travel with family or service groups as youth, and a
student who grew up traveling around the world with a military family.
Of the participants for this research, there was only one male participant.
He was the only male participant in the student group VILA for the 2008 trip. In
addition, I originally sent an introductory email to all of the participants of the
Haas Summer International Service Program, and received six responses of
interest, four of whom were male. After sending additional correspondence
about the nature of the research, the consent form, and a general outline for the
research process, one person responded to participate in the study. The twelve
participants for this study were traditionally aged college students who engaged
in international service.
The introduction of research participants in Table 2 provides a brief
history for each student indicating their academic areas of interest, prior travel
experience, and any leadership involvements on campus. This table also
includes information on the specific type of international service program that
the student participated in and the country in which they visited. Their
introductions are not exhaustive, but provide a glimpse at some of their personal
life histories. Photographs of each of the participants are included to honor and
recognize their individual identities, and bring life to the characters in the
narrative of this research. Below, Table 2 provides an introduction to the
participants of this research.
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Table 2. Research Participants
Abrahim El Gamal, who goes by the nickname
‘Bimo’, class of 2009, is majoring in Chemistry
with a minor in Biology. Bimo was involved with
CENIT, helping street children, through
Volunteers in Latin America. He has previously
traveled to Egypt, Greece, and throughout Europe
with his family. He is also involved as the
Advocacy Director for Six Degrees, a publication
about human rights on campus.

Bianca Argueza is a Human Biology major, and is
part of the Class of 2011. Born in the Philippines,
Bianca moved to the US with her family at age 8.
Other than that, she has not traveled outside of
the US. She was a first time participant in the
Haas Summer International Service Program in
Oaxaca, Mexico. She has participated in other
local volunteer programs.

Casandra Espinoza was the only sophomore who
participated in VILA this past summer in the
CENIT program. She is an International Relations
major and grew up in Oakland, California. She
has never traveled outside of the country,
although her father is originally from El Salvador.
This was her first experience with international
service. She is also a member of a sorority and
involved in other campus activities.

Chana Karlin-Neuman, Class of 2009, is majoring
in Psychology. She was accepted into a graduate
program at Stanford and is interested in a career
in education. She has had previous international
service experience in Guatemala and Mexico, as
well as other travels with family to Spain, Greece,
and Thailand. China volunteered at CENIT
through VILA this past summer.

56

Chenxing Han, Class of 2009, is double majoring
in Science, Technology & Society, and Cultural
and Social Anthropology. Born in China, at an
early age she moved with her family to the United
States. She has traveled extensively prior to
starting college, and this past spring and summer
went to Cape Town, South Africa for a new study,
research, and service abroad program. After that
she continued her service experiences in China.

Fatima Hassan is a Human Biology major and
part of the Class of 2009. She was born in
Somalia, and her parents and family moved to
Texas where she grew up. She has a passion for
women’s health and has conducted research and
service in Eritrea and has traveled to Uganda and
Ghana as well. She was the president of the
Muslim Student Action Network and works at the
Women’s Community Center on campus.

Heather Hernandez, Class of 2009, is majoring in
Human Biology with a concentration on public
health disparities. Her previous travel includes a
tour through Europe with an athletic team.
Participating in VILA at Casa de La Niñez was
her first experience with international service.
Heather is from Southern California, and is a
student leader, athlete, and resident assistant on
campus.

Jasmine Reynoso, Class of 2010 is studying
Product Design at Stanford, and volunteered at
Casa de La Niñez through VILA. She is also a
tutor for another service based campus student
organization named, Barrio Assistance at
Stanford, and has previously traveled to Mexico
to visit her family. Jasmine grew up in Southern
California.
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Maggie Chen, Class of 2009, is majoring in
Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity &
Human Biology. She traveled to Cape Town,
South Africa as part of a new Stanford program
that incorporates study, service, and research
abroad. While there, she participated in service
with the Amy Biehl Foundation as an HIV Peer
Educator. She also volunteered in Papua New
Guinea with a Stanford physician. She has
traveled extensively with her family to South
Africa and other regions due to her parents’
academic careers.
Maria Duzon, Class of 2009, is majoring in
Human Biology, with an interest in education.
She first participated in VILA in the summer of
2007 and returned to Quito in 2008 to serve as a
trip leader and co-president. Maria is also
involved as a resident assistant on campus. She
grew up in the bay area and has traveled abroad
to Cape Town and Johannesburg, South Africa
prior to her experiences with VILA.
Paige Kumm, Class of 2009, is an International
Relations major and has traveled extensively prior
to her experience with Casa de La Niñez through
VILA. Growing up her family traveled quite a bit
due to her father’s military career. As an
International relations major, Paige studied
abroad in Madrid and Santiago, Chile prior to
heading to Ecuador.

Stefani Cox is a Human Biology major planning
to graduate in 2010 and volunteered in Casa de La
Niñez, through VILA. She is also involved in a
student group at Stanford that tutors students in
East Palo Alto and encourages them to attend
college. Stefani was raised in Davis, California.
Her previous travel experiences include a family
trip to the Caribbean and a high school exchange
trip to France. This was her first experience with
international service.
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Each of the participants in this study (Appendix 4) brought a unique life
history to the experience and had distinct opinions about the role of international
service. The diversity within the participants for this study is indicative of the
non-homogenous population of students that participate in our institutions and
adds depth to the variety of experiences. This diversity led to fruitful and
insightful viewpoints about the influence of international service. The next
section provides an overview of the data collection process for this research.
Data Collection
Research Conversations
Research conversations provided a rich source of data from which to
interpret within hermeneutic inquiry. The conversations allowed the
participants to elicit memories and provide a text to interpret. Testimony, the
results of a fruitful conversation, is the evidence that one has experienced an
event of being in the world. Ricoeur (2005:21) writes that “[t]estimony
constitutes the fundamental transitional structure between memory and history.”
This signifies the important role that testimony holds within the temporal nature
of the narrative process. In order to explore the relationship between
international service, identity, and ethical action, I engaged in twelve formal
research conversations with students, as well as various informal conversations
with administrators, and people within the communities that were served.
Conversations with students in VILA took place informally prior to departure for
their international service experience. Upon consent given by participants to
engage in this research, a letter of confirmation (Appendix 2) was sent to finalize
participation and agree upon a mutually beneficial meeting time in fall 2008. All
conversations were audio-recorded in a digital format.
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I also engaged in informal conversations with local community members
in Ecuador while I was there to observe the students engage in service work in
July 2008. Having these conversations with community members was
considerably different from an interview format and aimed to promote an open
discussion about the influence of the service that the students had on their
communities. In order to maintain a sense of trust and informality I chose not to
audio-record these conversations. Most of these conversations took place in
passing or in a very casual setting and I was able to record reflections in my
researcher’s journal described later in this Chapter.
Trust and mutual understanding are paramount within the hermeneutic
orientation toward research conversations. The conversations that took place
between the participants and myself, as researcher, became a co-created text after
transcription. The text then became an integral piece of discourse that I
interpreted and shared with participants, which provided them with the
opportunity to continue to shape and influence the final text. This piece of
analysis required additional involvement by the participants. A copy of the
transcribed text was accompanied by a letter of gratitude (Appendix 3) and sent
to each of the twelve participants in December 2008 to provide the students with
time over the break to review the conversation. By the end of February 2009 I
received a response from each participant with minor comments or changes.
Two participants had no changes to the transcribed text. The final texts, as
edited by the students, constituted the main data source for this research.
International Service Preparation Courses
Both VILA and the Haas Summer International Service Program required
participants to engage in a pre-departure course during the spring semester. I
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attended a training session of VILA in order to get a sense of the discussions,
preparations, and materials that students engaged in prior to departure. The
coordinator sent me a copy of the articles that the students read in preparation
for their trip. I was particularly impressed by the in-depth research and
discussion that the students had about Ecuador, current social and political
issues, and cultural understanding. The group conducted part of this training in
Spanish, which indicated their awareness of the importance of language and
connection. I was also able to participate in subsequent meetings with the group,
including a training session for the group of students traveling to Quito in
summer 2009. These experiences were chronicled in my researcher’s journal.
Researcher Involvement
In order to gain a fuller understanding of the students’ experiences with
international service, I traveled to Quito, Ecuador in July for two weeks to join
the student group Volunteers in Latin America (VILA). The student leaders were
enthusiastic about my research and welcomed me to participate in their daily
activities including group meetings and work in the organizations. I was also
able to engage in conversations with the volunteers and people from the
community. I have a working knowledge of the Spanish language, and was able
to interact with the children and local community members without a translator.
In some cases, the VILA volunteers, who were all generally fluent in Spanish,
provided me with introductions to the children or staff members with whom
they were working.
While I was in Quito, I spoke with the local leaders in the community
organizations in which VILA has been involved for the past few years. I was also
able to speak with other community members both from the urban center of
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Quito and the indigenous communities near Otavalo (approximately 25 miles
north of Quito) who regularly used volunteers from abroad. These informal
conversations allowed me to better understand their thoughts about the work
that students from various countries engage in within their communities and
how it might be useful to them. This experience afforded me the opportunity to
ask the community members their thoughts about the students who visit them
each summer.
This involvement was an incredible part of the research process and
enabled me to share a personal experience with the students in their service
environments. I saw the volunteers’ interactions with the students and the
emotional and physical aspects of their service work. I witnessed the volunteers
speaking with one another to share stories of the children. I anticipated that this
experience would provide me with personal insight into the community, the
experiences of the students, structure of the organizations, and a common
understanding upon which our conversations could begin.
Researcher’s Journal and Photographs
Within hermeneutic inquiry, a rich source of data for research is in the
form of written thoughts, commentary, and observations recorded in a
researcher’s journal (Appendix 7). This journal was a collection of information,
chronicled first-hand by the researcher, which included stories, ideas, and
reflections of experiences related to the dissertation research. The complexities of
the topic, the influence of international service on college student identity, and
interpretive theoretical framework in this research all point towards the use of a
researcher’s journal. The journal was also a data source in which experiences
and conversations were documented regarding the journey of engaging in
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research conversations, traveling with students to Ecuador, speaking with
administrators and local people in which the service project exists, and reflecting
upon the research experience and conversations. In speaking with local
community members in Ecuador, I immediately wrote in the journal to capture
the main essence of the conversations. It was also used to document reflections
and new ideas or understandings that resulted from various interactions or
observations.
During my time in Ecuador, with the consent of the volunteers and
parents of children with whom they were working, I took photographs to
document the experiences and my observations. As part of the data presentation
and overall narrative of this research, I have included photographs throughout
this document to share moments from my experiences with the VILA students in
Ecuador. Some of the research participants whom I did not travel with also
provided me with photographs of their respective journeys in order to help place
the context of their experience. Each of the research participants gave permission
to use these photographs in this dissertation.
Photographs provide a glimpse of experience and capture a specific
moment in time. Gadamer (2006:135) writes about pictures that,
[e]very such presentation is an ontological event and occupies the same
ontological level as what is represented. By being presented it
experiences, as it were, an increase in being. The content of the picture itself
is ontologically defined as an emanation of the original.
The photographs are captured moments in the students’ experiences abroad and
allow for more understanding and possibilities in imagination. Throughout this
dissertation photographs serve as data presented to enrich the stories of
international service.
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Data Analysis
Within the interpretive orientation to participatory research, this section
provides an overview of the protocol for data analysis based on specific
guidelines (Herda 1999:98-99) that were used in this dissertation. Data collection
in the critical hermeneutic orientation to participatory research provides a
unique set of information from which analysis takes place. The protocol includes
the steps in Table 3, as seen below, which will be further explained in this
section.
Table 3. Research Protocol for Data Analysis
Critical Hermeneutic
Overview of Protocol:
Research:
Data Collection

•
•
•
•

Research conversations
Researcher’s journal
Informal conversations with community
Other printed materials and websites related
to international service experiences

Distanciation

•

Researcher and participants are distanced
from conversations through transcription
Researcher and participants revisit the text
and edit for clarification and to capture new
understandings of the conversation

•

Appropriation

•
•
•
•

Critical interpretation of edited text by
researcher and conversation participants
Identify salient statements from data and
organize into themes to determine meaning
Develop a new interpretation of data with
theoretical analysis
Identify implications and directions for
future research

After collecting the data, which is described in the previous section, it is
the duty of the researcher to transcribe the conversations from recordings into a
written format of text. This first level of data analysis is known as distanciation
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(Ricoeur 1981), in which the researcher and the participant are separated from
the text. This was the transcription process, and fixed the conversation into text,
distanced from the participants of the conversation. Distanciation is the process
by which the researcher and participants have the opportunity to distance
themselves from the conversation and later come back to review the transcribed
text. In revisiting the conversation, data were drawn from the fact that there may
have been new understandings and meanings that emerged.
This led to a rich secondary analysis in which the researcher examined
themes that might become apparent from the participants’ comments and
interweaved them into a narrative about the topic at hand. Specific quotes from
the research conversations and other sources of data, including journal entries,
literature, and observations, were used as support after identifying themes from
the transcribed text. Following this part of the process, a continued discussion
with the research participants allowed for a final analysis in which the researcher
captured the understandings and themes and drew implications from the theory.
This aspect of analysis is known as appropriation, where “to understand is to
understand oneself in front of the text. It is not a question of imposing upon the
text our finite capacity of understanding, but of exposing ourselves to the text
and receiving it from an enlarged self” (Ricoeur 1981:143). This final level of
analysis, appropriation, created a space for movement with the new
understandings and themes, which provide the possibilities of new
understandings.
With the temporal nature of narrative in hermeneutic theory, the research
themes and data were integral to a discussion of the implications of the findings
of this study and the meaning that these experiences hold in students’ lives. This
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aspect of interpretive theory led to a rich view of various recommendations for
future research and further study. Finally, examples of learning on the part of
the participants and the researcher were revealed to highlight the new
understandings about the nature of international service, and employing a
critical hermeneutic orientation in this inquiry. Herda (1999:109) stated that
“[t]he fusion of horizons is the aim of hermeneutic research, which opens
possibilities for our new understandings with concomitant actions.” The new
understandings that emerged about identity through international service were
the focus of this research. The people who have agreed to participate within the
selected categories for data collection and analysis created the boundaries of this
research. How the data are understood and interpreted by each reader
depended on what each reader brought to this text.
This protocol for data analysis was used in the pilot study conducted as a
preview for the current research project. The following section details the
protocol, preliminary findings, and new understandings that emerged from the
pilot study.
Pilot Study
During the fall of 2007, I conducted a study (Appendix 7) to pilot the
research categories and research questions, which were to serve as conversation
guidelines for my proposed study. After numerous informal conversations with
students who participated in international service, and administrators who
worked with students in that capacity, I was able to determine the direction of
the pilot study. This experience solidified my initial plans for this research and
provided me with the opportunity to reflect upon the implications of my study
for use in higher education administration.
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My conversation partner for the pilot study was Sophia Tu, at the time a
graduating senior from Stanford University who engaged in international service
with Volunteers In Latin America during the summer of 2006. After her
experience of international service with VILA, Sophia immediately embarked
upon the Semester at Sea program, where she studied and traveled around the
world on a ship during the fall of 2006. Our research conversation took place
approximately six months after she returned and proved to be a rich experience
that provided me with new insights into the varied nature of the student
experience. Although her experience of participating in service abroad was
unique, as it was immediately followed by participation in Semester at Sea, I
think it is indicative of the fact that there is no one way to experience the world
or engage in international service. Each student’s journey is distinct not only in
its physical movement, but also in plot and the context that is shaped by their
own narrative.
I learned that the three research categories I selected are fluid and
dependent upon each other and inform each other in different ways. This
relationship between the categories creates a space for understanding the
influence of international service experiences of college students on identity and
ethical action through narrative. The confluence of the categories is reflected in
the following data analysis:
The lasting influence of international service experiences can be revealed
in memory. Laleh Shahideh (2003:34) states that, “we understand our
being through interpretation and re-interpretation of memories and
experiences.” The act of recalling the memories of traveling abroad to
engage in public service can serve as a powerful medium by which
students can gain a deeper understanding of what role that experience
plays in their identity. The reflective component of the journey, which is
common among institutionalized programs, is an integral part of
understanding identity through hermeneutic inquiry.
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My pilot study also demonstrated that one of the best ways to capture data
within the conversations was to have students share memorable stories of their
experiences abroad. Sophia remarked that the process of remembering the
stories brought her back to the experience and helped her gain perspective about
things that she had not thought about in a long time. She also mentioned that it
was comforting to know that those memories of the experiences will always be
there for her to reflect upon and continue to learn from.
Overall, the pilot study reinforced my interest in further exploring this
topic, the critical hermeneutic orientation for this research, and the applicability
to both students and university administrators. An important development that
this experience revealed was the influence of time. Sophia commented on how
time and distance from the event of engaging in service abroad provided her
with a new understanding of how she views the experience. This was a valuable
finding and influenced my timeline for research conversations. For this reason, I
engaged in my research conversations with participants of international service
experiences at least a few months after they return from their journey.
Background of the Researcher
Engaging in participatory inquiry based on a critical hermeneutic
orientation requires the researcher to disclose honest interests and beliefs about
the topic at hand. My interest in this research stems from both my interest in
understanding student identity and a personal experience in international travel
and sustainable community development. Having grown up in California, my
interest in international issues blossomed in college when I first traveled to the
Philippines for one month with my family and saw the disparate realities that the
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family there faces. After college I traveled independently through a number of
countries, mostly for the purpose of experiencing different places and meeting
people from around the world. These were particularly eye-opening experiences
as being immersed in different communities and cultures around the world
allowed me to enlarge my understanding of myself in relation to others. I found
the experience of travel to be quite humbling, and feel that the action of traveling
to different places physically and emotionally left an imprint on my identity that
will remain with me as I embark upon new adventures in the future, whether
abroad or within my local community.
In May 2007, I participated in a service trip with Dr. Ellen Herda and a
group of graduate students from the University of San Francisco and Bay Area
educators to visit and bring supplies to ethnic minority villages in Southeast
Asia, namely, Malaysia, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Thailand. I learned a great
deal about myself, my fellow travelers, and the people of the countries we
visited. In traveling through the different countries, I experienced personal
moments of humility, recognition, and ethical considerations. Seeing firsthand
how this trip and reflection on the experience has broadened my own narrative
and horizons, I imagine that it has the potential to influence students who
engage in this at a critical time in their lives when they are making
determinations about their life work, identity, and the direction of their careers.
Summary
Chapter Four provided a detailed overview of the research protocol with a
critical hermeneutic orientation for this dissertation research. I explained the
theoretical concepts that underscore the research categories and questions, which
served as a framework for the process. I also provided specific information
69

regarding participant selection, data collection, and a general timeline for this
inquiry, which explores the influence of international service on student identity.
An explanation of the data analysis from a critical hermeneutic orientation was
presented, as well as the importance of a critical hermeneutic approach to this
research topic involving narratives of international service. Finally, this section
included a brief background of the researcher, which informs the direction of the
study. These areas of the research protocol provide an overview appropriate for
this participatory inquiry from a critical hermeneutic orientation.
The stories of the college students who participated in international
service are rich and meaningful. They represent the lived experiences each one
of them recalled and serve as the data for the present study. Chapter Five
consists of the presentation of the data for this research. It provides an
introduction to the data as described in the current chapter and a framework of
themes that help to provide structure for the information. In order to synthesize
the data into a meaningful narrative, select quotations were used from the
research conversations, as well as informal notes from the researcher’s journal.
Chapter Six follows with a secondary analysis of the data, which is interpreted
and appropriated by the researcher. The final section, Chapter 7 includes key
findings, implications, and suggestions for future research, based on the analysis
of the data.
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CHAPTER FIVE
PRESENTATION OF THE DATA
Introduction: Worlds of Difference
International service experiences can vary considerably for each
individual participating in the journey, from the preparation before the trip, to
the differences in locations and settings, and the various ways students reflect
upon and learn from their voyage. The participants’ understandings of their
experiences constitute the data for this research, which were shared in the form
of powerful narratives shaped by their own life stories. After transcribing our
research conversations and putting them into text, I found that the narratives
brought meaning to the students’ personal experiences and elucidated their
unique life histories. Even in some of the same settings working with the same
children, specific moments resonated differently with each of the research
participants. This Chapter presents the data within themes from the three
categories described in the research protocol section.
Narratives of a Common Experience
Each narrative from the research participants provided this study with a
unique look at how this experience influences identity and ethical aim. Because
of the varied backgrounds and life stories of each student, the themes include
unique examples and stories in the form of memories elicited throughout their
time abroad and during our conversations. This Chapter presents the data
according to themes that were familiar throughout the participants’ narratives.
Within the narratives, there were six common themes that emerged from the data
as guided by the theoretical framework for this research. The themes presented
below include: 1) personal history, 2) self-understanding, 3) social responsibility,
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4) ethical action and humility, 5) identity in relationships, and 6) being with
others in the world. Table 4 indicates the relationship between the research
categories and the themes presented in this Chapter.
Table 4. Research Categories and Themes
Research Categories

Themes from the Data

Category 1: Narrative Identity and
Ethical Aim

1) Personal History
2) Self-understanding

Category 2: Recognition and Humility

3) Social Responsibility
4) Ethical Action and Humility

Category 3: New Understandings

5) Identity in Relationships
6) Being in the World with Others

The six themes in this data presentation are not mutually exclusive and in many
instances support or inform each other. These themes that emerged from the
data, much like the stories that were captured from their international service
experiences, are fluid and go back and forth to touch upon other points.
It is important to note that the narratives presented here primarily capture
the experiences of the student volunteers from my perspective as a participatory
researcher. Though I was able to have some informal conversations with local
Ecuadorians involved with the volunteers, the focus of this research is on the
student experience with international service. As I spoke with representatives of
the organizations who facilitate these volunteer opportunities, I understood that
they make their livelihood from the foreign students being there. Other local
community members also shared their perspectives, which allowed me as a
researcher to gain a broader understanding of the international service
experience. The narratives presented in this chapter are a result of the collective
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interactions and experiences the students had with the local people in the
communities they visited.
Personal History
In traveling abroad to different countries, one leaves behind what is
familiar to embark upon a new adventure. In life, we find that sights, sounds,
smells, words, and experiences can elicit memories of a different time. It was a
powerful trend to see how the life histories emerged throughout the research
conversations. Without specifically asking about their life stories, a number of
the students shared a personal history that they experienced or remembered
through engaging in international service. The memories of personal history
were quite different for each of the research participants of international service.
It was interesting to note that the personal histories were important to be able to
see how one’s previous life experiences influence how one views things and
learns from his or her endeavors. Memories of past trips or moments in life crept
into the present experience at various times, and suggestions, or imaginations,
for future trips also were present throughout the lived experience on the ground.
Some students were able to find a way of connecting their journey of
international service to previous parts of their identity and life story.
Bianca, a native of the Philippines who grew up in the United States,
travelled to Oaxaca, Mexico stated that, “I felt like in a lot of ways I was a lot
more at home in Mexico than in a city in America, you know? Because I grew up
in a rural area.” She also expressed how this experience of service was very
personal for her, rooted in her family history, stating,
…it's sort of a paradox. I like getting involved in service activities that
target lower income, immigrant, and international communities because I
feel a sense of belonging to these communities. And, in this sense, I feel
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like I could be one of those people that I am helping. For example, in high
school I was in the National Honor Society, and one holiday season we
were working with the Salvation Army to prepare care packages for less
fortunate families in the community for Christmas and Thanksgiving. As
I was stuffing care packages, I was thinking these boxes I'm making could
go back to me. When my father died eleven years ago, I think it was the
Salvation Army and my entire community that helped us out so much. So
I feel like service is a unique experience for me. Service really does come
full circle in my case and it means a lot to me.
This very powerful narrative demonstrates how the individual experiences and
backgrounds of the students participating in international service can emerge in
stories that are related to the experience. In this instance, Bianca reflected on the
larger role of service and her personal connection to targeted communities that
she experienced.
Along the same lines of reflecting on personal histories, Jasmine shared
her own family experiences in our conversation, and stated,
…something that has mind-boggled me for the longest time, is how your
life is so dependent on what you are born into. That is insane to me. It's
like people are born into really bad situations, some people are born into
great situations… Because it's something that's based on chance…To see
that some kids aren't going to school because they need to be working,
that's just terrible. I know that's exactly what happened to my dad. When
he was younger, he didn't go to school…the kids over there reminded me
of my dad too.
She was able to see her father’s life experience in that of the children’s situations
in Ecuador. She used this connection to her personal story in her interactions
with the kids. Jasmine made a connection with some of the children she worked
with in Ecuador and developed a new understanding as she reflected on her
father’s experience. She mentioned that,
something that I did learn, was to be more understanding about people's
actions due to their circumstances. This goes back to my dad. He always
says, 'I don't even know if I've been a good dad to you guys' because he
didn't have an example. He grew up with his grandparents, and they
weren't the most loving, and stuff like that, so I see that connection. He
basically had to learn to love kids, or be able to love, you know? Because
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he didn't have that when he was a kid. Being conscious of that and
thinking about the kids, and why they'd respond by hitting their peers.
It's not like I'm going to condemn them for doing that, it's just like the
example that they grew up with. Being understanding and reasoning
with them, that was my approach to kids. Sure they are different from
adults, but they are able to reason too.
Jasmine was able to not only reflect upon her personal history, but also connect
the relevance of understanding her father’s upbringing in a similar environment
to how she interacted with the children. While in Quito, I noticed that Jasmine
definitely had a level of comfort with the children, speaking fluently with them
and taking the time to reach out, understand, and get to know the children’s
personalities. It was as if she saw her father in each of the children she was
working with.
Maggie’s travels of international service to South Africa elicited a memory
of earlier travels to the same country with her family. She recalled her thoughts
as a young child seeing the differences and said that,
… I remember being seven and being exposed, that was before apartheid
ended it was 1993, and there was agitation around the elections. I
remember seeing things, seeing where Black people were, where White
people were, how they interacted or didn't interact. I had these ideas
forming like, something's going on here and I knew that I had no position
to say what was going on, I just really wanted to learn about it.
This early memory of a place she had visited with her family came back to
inform her work later in service. In each of these cases, a personal connection to
earlier moments in the students’ narrative identity highlights the learning and
lasting relevance in their understanding of who they are in relation to others.
For some students, the act of traveling internationally was a new
experience and highlights their previous understanding based on their personal
history. When describing her experiences in Ecuador, Casandra stated,
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This is my first real traveling outside of the US, and it gave me a real
perspective on our culture versus other cultures. It's not that I think that
anyone is more or less in my mind, they are just very different. And I
found that I realized how like, I don't want to say that we are very
materialistic in the US, but I realized just such a difference in what I
valued before versus what I value now.
Being her first trip outside of the United States, Casandra recognized the cultural
differences in terms of values. Casandra also noted a deeper historical
connection and relevance to her experience with international service. She also
connected her experience to her father’s upbringing, which provided her with
new understandings. In our conversation we shared,
CE: It was great looking at my life, and comparing it to my dad. When I
called home, and told him I was working with these kids, and he told me
his mom used to have a place in the marketplace in El Salvador. I don't
know, it was kind of... I know it's not my dad, but we were working with
children who were similar to my dad. Hanging out there during the day,
running around with their brothers and sisters, I could relate to that.
FK: So how did you feel when you were there, knowing that that was a
similar experience in your family, with your father?
CE: I think it made me realize how different my life could have been, first
of all. How different my dad's life was. I think about what his childhood
was like and what his life is like now. Here this was his childhood, and he
moved to the US, and has this great job, his daughter is here at Stanford,
so much change in his lifetime.
Casandra mentioned that this recognition allowed her to have hope for the
children she was working with. It provided her with a connection to her father’s
experience, and a greater understanding of her own life.
Self-Understanding
In reflecting on the most important aspects of a successful international
service experience, the participants of this research consistently stated that an
understanding of oneself and one’s own position of privilege was instrumental
to learning and contributing in a meaningful way. This is an indication that
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some of the students understood the importance that knowing oneself in relation
to visiting and building relationships with others. Ricoeur (1981:51) writes,
Self-knowledge is already an interpretation which is no easier than any
other and indeed probably more difficult, since I understand myself only
by means of the signs which I give my own life and which are returned to
me via others.
Self-understanding in this context refers to the understanding of oneself in terms
of values, ethical action, experiences, and personal history, prior to participating
in international service. It also refers to the self-awareness and learning that
occurs when one has the opportunity to reflect after engaging in this experience
abroad with others.
Self-understanding, from a critical hermeneutic orientation, is tied to
ethical aim. This was a basic connection that most of the participants for this
research identified as integral to a successful and positive experience. In our
conversation about the ethics of international service, Paige said,
I think the most important thing in service work is self-awareness. You
just really have to put yourself in the context. You can't just take your
ideas out of their context and apply them to any situation, because the
context is not the same. I just tried to be careful about my reasoning for
going to Ecuador.
Paige’s statement demonstrates the importance of taking the time to know
herself as she prepared to participate in international service. In some cases, the
focus of service projects lies solely on the recipients within the community. This
is a limiting viewpoint that unfortunately is a common approach that is taken in
international service. Paige’s ability to recognize the role of self-awareness
appears to be a reflection of her personal ideals as well as the training that the
VILA group participated in prior to their trip.
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Chana, who volunteered in a market in southern Quito for VILA, also tied
self-understanding with humility and ethical action. When I asked her about
how she saw the work she was engaged in, she stated that,
I had the perspective that this is as much for me as it is for them, and I
think if you keep that in mind and you see what you're learning from it, it
makes it much more worthwhile. But I think it is detrimental to come to a
place and just say, 'I'm here to help and save', and you are from the
outside and you don't know what they need. We try and work with
Ecuadorian organizations to kind of minimize that a little bit but there's
only so much that you can do. You are not from that culture.
Chana’s comment is similar to what Paige thought as they both recognize the
importance of local context and understanding their place as visitors in Ecuador.
She also indicated that it’s important to understand where you are coming from
when you approach an international service trip. Chana saw that there is a
difference between the culture she experienced growing up, and that of the
children and adults with whom she worked in Ecuador. In this context, selfunderstanding is paired with humility and can help individuals to recognize that
others have different life experiences from which to learn from and reach for new
understandings.
After their summer experiences of international service, and returning
back to their lives in the United States, a different conception of selfunderstanding seemed to resonate with many of the participants. This has to do
with the learning about oneself in reflection of the events that they just
participated in or individuals with whom they interacted. In speaking about her
experiences in South Africa, Maggie stated that one of the things she learned
about herself was,
Resilience. I learned how resilient I am, and human beings are. I think
growing up in American society we are taught to be worried about a lot of
little things...I realized that stuff is total BS and I got in touch with what's
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more important in terms of mind space and what takes up your energy
during the day… Things that I realized that are important are family,
relationships, friends, significant others, those kinds of things... It's funny
how you have to get away from the place to realize that.
She spoke in depth about what she learned about herself from those she
interacted with in South Africa and shared specific examples of the resilience she
saw in the young people with whom she worked. This is an example of how the
physical aspect of going abroad to engage in service helps students to realize
certain things about their lives prior to their international experience. It also ties
the concept of self-understanding to being in the world, a theme that will be
explored later in the chapter.
Students’ personal backgrounds also play a role in what they can learn
about themselves and others from an international service experience. Bianca,
stated that,
I feel like because I grew up in a similar community, I have a unique
insight and don’t feel like such an outsider. I don’t feel like I am
completely intrusive in my efforts because that’s the community that I
grew up in. I feel like I’m a part of that community. I’m not saying that
my unique background justifies me being able to serve them and denies
everyone else that experience, but I think people who do not come from a
similar community have to make an extra effort to understand what it’s
like to stand on the other side—the point of view of the people they are
serving.
A very powerful learning moment for her was seeing commonality between her
life experience and that of the people she was there to help. This allowed her to
learn about herself in relation to her peers who were with her on the service trip
in Oaxaca.
The experience of international service adds a new chapter in the students’
lives. In addition to learning about personal strengths and challenges that
emerge with navigating life in a different environment, they experienced

79

different feelings and reactions to the disparate conditions that they encountered
while abroad. Chana described the difficult feelings she experienced when she
returned to the United States after her time with international service, stating,
…the transition of coming back is very hard. When I first got back from
Ecuador, I felt really like I couldn't come back to my life here. I felt like a
lot of the things I did were completely superfluous, and I had been to the
Amazon and seen some of the oil lines, so I felt horrible about driving my
car, I would not get into my car….I can't do anything by just sitting here
feeling guilty. I think it is really hard to find that balance between guilt
that raises awareness and guilt that is debilitating. Coming back was
definitely the hardest transition that I've experienced yet. Mostly because
I felt such a connection to those kids, and to my friends that I met there.
But definitely having awareness from it. The hard part is that when you
do start getting back into your life and getting back into school, it's
important not to forget that, and maintain that awareness.
This identification of personal feelings upon return to their home country was a
common phenomenon that the participants for this research described. From
feelings of guilt and despair, to those of hope and idealism, the range of
emotions that one experiences on such a journey can have a lasting impression
on the memory of the narrative and one’s self-understanding. Chana specifically
noted that she was committed to maintaining an awareness of the experience,
and bringing the memory of her time in Ecuador with her. Students can leave
their international service experiences with a myriad of feelings, which provide a
new sense of self-understanding gained from experiencing different ways of life.
Some of the feelings that participants mentioned throughout our conversations
include: humility, understanding their own learning and gain was a key outcome
of the trip, uneasiness of wondering what happens after they leave,
guilt/selfishness, hopelessness, hopefulness, compassion, empathy, and reaching
to understand different conditions around the world.
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The narratives of the participants demonstrate that the idea of selfunderstanding is one that is particularly highlighted in the journey abroad to
engage in service. The trip represents the physical aspect of being in another
location and learning more about oneself in relation to others, each of which
highlight the concept of narrative identity. Memory (Ricoeur 2004) also plays a
role in informing the students’ self-understanding once they are back into their
life experiences in the United States. Having an awareness of oneself and one’s
circumstances is a precursor to taking action and understanding responsibility
towards others. The next section explores the concept of social responsibility and
how that theme emerged through the narratives.
Social Responsibility
Students who commit to traveling a long distance to engage in
international service often indicated that they have a sense of responsibility to
themselves, their fellow travelers, and those they interact with in the new land.
Some students were more aware of this responsibility and able to articulate it
than others. For students who spent a lot of time thinking about the various
aspects of international service and implications of traveling abroad for these
projects, their idea of social responsibility is more defined. As an International
Relations major, and someone who is personally interested in the relationship
between countries and the issues that individuals face regarding immigration
and poverty, Paige stated that,
I think international service is beneficial because it gives you a sense of
responsibility towards other people, which is important because people
need people. If you do not feel responsible towards other people, no one
is going to feel responsible towards you, and no one's going to get
anywhere. It's also important for not only the personal connection with
other people, but also to set an example…there's so much apathy in the
world and maybe someone's inspiring story about service work that they
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did in Ecuador will inspire someone else to start working for some nonprofit in the Bay Area or something… it's something bigger, and I think
that's the important thing in international service is pointing out that there
is something bigger. It's not just happening to you, it's happening all over
the world.
She links the idea of social responsibility to connection with others, and that as
people build relationships with one another, they not only develop their own
sense of responsibility for self and others, but may also recognize that this
transformation and understanding is in others. This concept of social
responsibility was shared by other participants as well.
Another student indicated that her academic coursework, coupled with
international service, helped her to think about the historical events that require
individuals to take responsibility. Chana shared,
From having taken a history class on Latin America I had this really
strong feeling that the United States of America has created so many of
the issues that exist in Latin America - it is our issue because we
perpetuated so much of this throughout history. This isn't to say I am
personally responsible because of my own actions, but even just through
daily things that we buy, and other labor that comes to the US we have
responsibility. It's so interconnected that it doesn't seem that absurd to
say that I have a responsibility in Ecuador, or I have a responsibility in
Guatemala… I think it's important.
The concept of social responsibility has historical implications with an
understanding of events and moments in the past that have influenced the social
political, and economic factors in different countries today. Chana ties the
concept of ethical action to responsibility in her wondering if the students
understood the situation of strangers coming to volunteer. She also stated that,
“In the end, I do believe that service learning over an extended period of time is
worth the price. It builds a global responsibility and helps build connections and
raise awareness that can have important rippling effects.” Chana ultimately saw
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that international service learning can have an influence as a means towards
social responsibility and is therefore valuable as an opportunity for education.
There were students who also commented that they felt their privilege
made them responsible to others in the world, and that they were compelled to
take action to make a difference. This understanding of privilege influencing
social responsibility can mean different things to students of varying
socioeconomic backgrounds. After talking about her personal background and
the struggles that her father experienced coming from to this country for a better
life, Jasmine stated that, “If I feel that I'm better off than someone else, I feel the
need to help, because I just feel so blessed, even though I'm not the most blessed
person ever.” She took this experience of international service as a responsibility
to use the good fortune she had, which was modest in comparison to some of her
peers, to make the most of herself to give and provide for others.
Other students, who grew up in what seemed to be more privileged
environments, also indicated that they felt they had a responsibility to help those
less fortunate than themselves. I think they sincerely were interested in
expanding their understanding of the world and helping others, but were a bit
less versed in the ethical implications of fulfilling one’s sense of responsibility
through international service. This made me question, to what extent is the
feeling of responsibility to others paternalistic or out of sincere concern for the
other? How does intention influence the ethical aim of international service?
Ricoeur’s (1992) concept of solicitude and esteem for others serves as a basis for
these questions of responsibility to others. These questions are not easy to
answer and I, along with some of the students, struggled with these ideas. While
the concept of social responsibility is often used in terms of good will towards
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others, it often connotes a deficit-model approach in which one who has more in
comparison to those who do not have a responsibility towards those with less
financial resources. This deficit-model approach will be discussed in the
secondary analysis in the next Chapter. Along these lines, the next theme that
emerged leads the exploration of the ethical components of the international
service experience.
Ethical Action and Humility
One theme that was pervasive throughout each conversation that I
engaged in for this research was the ethical considerations of international
service. With ethical aim students had an understanding of responsibility to
themselves and those with whom they were working. Humility was present in
many of the narratives in the recognition that they were in a different country
where things were done differently and that they had something to learn. With
new understandings, students reflected back on the ethical implications of the
journey and what lasting impressions those experiences left on them.
When discussing the difference between cultures and approaches to
organizational life, Stefani stated that she struggled with the moral imperatives
that were presented to her in Ecuador. She said,
It was very difficult for me to balance what I felt was right with
Ecuadorian cultural standards and to figure out what action would be best
for the kids in such a circumstance, even with the support staff at Casa to
go to.
This is an example of the ethical struggles that can take place in the country
setting where values or ways of being are different from what one is used to.
Students are left to navigate this tension using their best judgment.
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Like some of the other students, Stefani also struggled with the ethical
dilemma of making a difference in the community where she was working. She
stated that, “it kind of made me question a little bit, what has my long-term
impact been?... Will these kids really remember me in the future years? or, will I
take away enough, something I can share with other people that will make an
impact?” The questions that Stefani brought up were not uncommon. One of
the things she mentioned was that it was important to her that they were
working with part of a larger local organization. I think this also helped to
alleviate some of the tension in questioning the ethical implications of their work
in Ecuador. Stefani emphasized that,
I think the fact that we were stepping in and kind of going with the
momentum they already had, really helped us to make more of an impact
than if we had tried to go and start something by ourselves just for a
summer, and then be gone after two months, and come back next summer
and try to start something else. I think that was important, I learned that.
Stefani was able to see by being there that working with a local organization is
more sustainable. Her comments were similar to other students’ narratives and
seemed to emphasize the learning that took place regarding understanding the
ethical component of the experience. She recognized the importance that
working with local organizations held in maintaining integrity and true
community assistance, despite some of the differences in cultural practices that
made it difficult and frustrating at times.
Very aware of the consequences that potentially harmful paternalistic
approach to service can have on local communities, Paige also stated that, “the
thing I liked about VILA is that we weren't just going down there to impose our
own ideals on Ecuadorian service work in general, we were going down there to
work with Ecuadorian organizations and really just follow their lead.”
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I think both Stefani and Paige’s comments were a testament to their training and
reflection prior to their travels. The preparation course they participated in
explored the ethical implications of the work they were doing and equipped
some of the VILA members with an understanding that in order to make a
lasting difference in the communities, they must ensure they maintain their
relationships working with local organizations.
Chana mentioned that she personally struggled with the ethics of the
work they were doing as a group of Americans coming to Ecuador. She had
clearly thought a lot about the ethics of international service describing her
dilemma,
I had really mixed feelings. Sometimes I felt like it was great that I was
just spending a consistent amount of time with these kids, they weren't
going to be selling things, they weren't going to be working, they were
just going to be playing. And, in some sense, I thought that that was great
and that time was so critical. In a broader sense, I felt like I just couldn't
even chip that iceberg. There were just so many things that were unjust
about the situation in terms of education, health, and poverty that coming
over for two months was almost a bad thing because here I reach out to
these kids and then I leave them… you have to feel like what you are
doing is worthwhile because otherwise you can't go everyday.
Her observations about the bigger picture of poverty and social injustice and
feelings about the situation gave life to the complexity of the experience. It is not
enough to describe international service as a student or group of students who
travel abroad to work with communities to improve conditions or provide
assistance. Chana’s reflection provides a powerful narrative that demonstrates
the conflict and ethical dilemmas within the experience of international service.
In describing her experience studying, participating in service, and
researching in South Africa, Chenxing shared her experiences of humility and
recognition of privilege in the following statement,
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I understand I am in a position of privilege and I am not here to
participate in poverty, but I am here to understand people's stories and
really see where we can connect and where we can mutually help each
other. There were so many lessons for me to learn in patience, in listening,
in caring for people and compassion, and slowing down. I think we had
so many resources that we could share… I think this whole process has
been about emotional maturity and spiritual learning and being humble.
Chenxing’s words were very poignant and show her thoughtful approach to the
work she was doing abroad. She ties the concept of humility and ethics by
recognizing that a mutual process of understanding and sharing can be beneficial
to all involved. After traveling abroad, she was able to see the privilege from
which she came and approach the experience with a great deal of humility.
Ethics and humility both emerged as dominant elements of the
conversation that I had with Fatima as well. She begins by sharing,
I think what started to happen was, I took more classes, and I just started
to take a step back and say you know, what are the ethics of actually going
abroad and doing these type of medical missions to communities, that you
do not have the right to do this in this country… I think the point where I
became concerned was when I was trying to find opportunities to
volunteer here, and get the medical experience, but all the hospitals and
different clinics were like, no you're not a med student. We can't do this.
And then I was like, hmmm, but these people say that I can go abroad and
get health/medical experience in Guatemala, or Uganda, or something.
So, I was thinking, why is it not ok in America, but ok in these other
countries? That's the point where I started to feel a little conflicted.
She struggled with the inequity in the practice of medical care between the
United States and the countries in which she visited, and did not participate in
medical service trips for that reason. This was a statement that echoed other
students’ concerns when informally discussing medical volunteer experiences.
Having thought a lot about her experiences abroad, being from an immigrant
family, Fatima also related ethics and humility to the idea self-understanding,
The way that I approached this trip was so important. I was very clear to
myself that I was not going to go to do these amazing things, I'm just
going to be learning and I'm just going to be seeing more. So I think it's
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still very important to send people abroad and for them to see the world,
in the same sense that if it was flip flopped around. I would still think it's
really important that people in Africa get to come here and see the world.
In fact, I think that would be really interesting, and I know that a lot of
people are really interested in that. So, why not the other way around?
why not send Africans to America?
Fatima brought up an interesting point that goes beyond humility to equity. She
sees that if this experience to see the world and experience new cultures and
ideas is beneficial for American students, then the opportunity should be
extended for others. This also speaks to the ethics of service, recognizing the
difference in resources and privilege Americans have to be able to more easily
and readily travel to other countries to help.
Bianca also shared her thoughts on the ethical dilemma that privilege and
power dynamics can play in international service, stating that,
From what I gather, a lot of the people grew up in more privileged
backgrounds, and I feel like in service it's always a problem of serving the
community that you are addressing without feeling that you are superior
or that they necessarily need your help. For example, when we were
helping clear the coffee fields, we were really slow because we were
inexperienced, and I felt like if they had done it, it would have gone really
fast, you know, so how much were we really contributing? But at the
same time, with talks on nutrition or talks about sexual health, we had
actually contributed something real because a lot of the women didn't
know a lot about nutrition and the kids didn't really know about
contraceptives that were available.
In considering the ethics of international service, understanding and respecting
local knowledge in an important piece. Bianca stated that mutual participation is
necessary when creating international service experiences. She said,
the point that was reiterated during training was that the trip was
supposed to be about cultural exchange. Because these people are capable
of doing these things for themselves, and that we are mainly there to share
our culture and learn more about theirs. In terms of service, when you
are designing a project, I think it's important to not just say, ok, I'm going
to help now, I'm going to design a project and implement it. It's very
important to look at the community, study it, and see first, if they actually
need something, and then ask them what they need.
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Bimo, a VILA volunteer in Ecuador, also echoed the importance of
emphasizing the local considerations. With this experience, he understands the
importance of humility in international service and suggests a bottom up
approach, stating that,
... when we got to the farm, we got a tour of the land. It's not like a
classical farm, it's more chaotic, it looks like the jungle basically. So, the
amount of knowledge they have about the land, is tantamount to getting a
PhD or something in Ecology, you know, in a different way. So you
wonder if it's really necessary for us to impose our methods on them
when they already have their own knowledge that has been developed for
so many hundreds of years. I guess you think about solutions that can
work with what's there, rather than doing a brute force thing and saying
I'm going to take my infrastructure and stick it here….so the idea that I got
there was that I think bottom up is the way to go in a lot of ways.
International service provided Bimo with the context to see and understand the
value of local community’s historical knowledge. These instances of recognizing
local customs also provide an opportunity for self-understanding.
Of the various themes found within the data for this research, this
particular area of ethical action and humility is of the utmost importance, and is
clearly linked to other aspects of the service. From self-awareness to social
responsibility, ethical action and humility permeate all areas of the research
because of the nature of the act of international service.
Identity in Relationships
As a result of the research conversations for this inquiry, I think another
major aspect of learning for students came from the feeling of being connected
with others in identity. The moments with those whom they interacted with on a
daily basis in different relationships provide a space for understanding identity
in relationships. They found connection to individuals who participated in their
work, by way of allowing the experience to influence their action. In going
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abroad to engage in service, instances of understanding identity with others
cannot be mapped out or planned. Circumstances, events, and chance come into
play when looking back on the interactions that took place.
Stories of experiences with international service can serve as a rich source
of data to understand the relationships that were forged between the volunteers
and local community members. Chana reflected on her thankfulness for being
fluent in Spanish in order to share special moments with the kids. She shared
that,
I remember there was a really cute moment when the kids were playing
out on the play structure…they decided that this play structure was a
spaceship or a boat or something, they were telling me all about this story.
And they just started going off on this huge tangent about where they
were going and it was just so amazing to me to be able to understand their
entire story and be able to play off of it when they ask me to come aboard.
This story helps to give life to the experiences abroad and moments of connection
that students remembered, and informs one’s narrative identity.
Throughout the discussions about international service experience, there
were many moments of narratives coming together for students. Bianca shared
the following story:
It was really cool because there was this one time when we (Bianca and
the local kids from Oaxaca) were all sitting on the rooftop of one of their
homes, and they were asking me where are you from, and I told them, I'm
from the Philippines, and they asked what do your parents do? And I
told them, they were farmers, just like your parents were. And it was
really meaningful. So that's one way that my trip met my expectation.
This story is an example of the different ways in which finding commonalities
and identity can be established through the organic nature of relationships and
experience. She was able to find a common aspect of her upbringing with these
children that helped to ease her relationship with the kids. Throughout our
research conversation, Bianca continued to refer to this moment on the rooftop
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with the children. It became a poignant moment in her experiences as a
volunteer in Oaxaca, and it shed light on her own identity.
When reflecting on some of the relationships that she made with the teens
she was working with at an HIV Peer Education program in South Africa,
Maggie said,
I was really sort of heartened at how they took me in. They were like, you
are here right now, you are going to be part of the group, we are going to
make an impression on you, and they totally did. So I feel really lucky that
I got this snapshot into what was going on.
She shared stories of feeling connected to the group and found that to be a
significant part of her experience abroad. She did feel that in some moments
they were making a great effort to involve her and have a positive conversation,
but the moments where struggles and difficult conversations emerged were the
ones that she recognized were important.
Figure 7. Maggie with four teens at HIV Peer Educators Day at the Nomlinganiselo School
in Gugulethu township. (M. Chen 2008)
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In reflecting upon the relationships with the people she met in Ecuador,
Jasmine stated that,
I just feel like any interaction with another person can be transformative,
so you just learn from people. Based on culture and land differences,
politics, whatever, you just learn so much. It could be good, bad,
whatever, but you just come out knowing so much more than you did
before.
Her comment is a direct reflection of how she saw the interactions with others to
be special and transformative. Understanding one’s relationship to others is an
important aspect of narrative identity (Ricoeur 1992). It allows individuals to
add to their story and find out more about who they are through their
interactions with others.
In my experience traveling to Quito with the VILA volunteers, there were
moments that were extremely elucidating for me, as you could see and feel the
direct influence that the volunteers had, not only on the children, but also on the
passersby and visitors who were moved to take action as well. It struck me that
these relationships seemed to influence how these students viewed themselves as
leaders in connection to others. Maria made the connection between leadership
and personal interaction in the following statement,
It's taught me that I really don't like the term leadership, because it's so
much of an interaction thing. It's not (just) you. Whether or not you work
with other people on a team, or whether or not you work with other
people you are so-called 'leading', it's not like you imparting things on
them. It's such an interactive process. It's giving and taking, and
receiving. And just understanding, trying to cope with the way that I want
to do things isn't always the way that things are going to work, or that
they should work. Yeah, I've learned a lot about how to work with other
people. It's always necessary. And, even if you think your job is working
alone, it's not. You always have to work with other people. We are a
social species.
Maria’s experiences in Ecuador highlighted the social aspect of working and
being with others. Personal connections allowed students to learn about
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themselves through the differences and similarities they saw in others. The final
theme explores the physical aspect of engaging in international service.
Being in the World With Others
In choosing to travel abroad, students open themselves to new
understandings and experiences, relinquishing control over the comfort and
familiarity that they might be used to having. Living in a different country and
adjusting to life and cultural changes is a major part of the international service
experience. A few of the students commented on the physical experience of
being with the children or community members as a big contributor to their
learning. In some cases, the act of being with others and feeling the differences
in community and culture was a bridge to finding commonalities. This was
especially true for Stefani, as she stated that,
it made me feel closer to people even though there were all those cultural
differences between us in Ecuador. It was still great, we could surpass it,
we could play football, I mean soccer, and we could go eat at lunch and
talk about normal things. So, it made me feel like even though we kind of
construct these barriers between us and other people sometimes it's not
actually as big of a deal as we think it is.
Stefani’s statement indicates a finding of familiarity in the interactions she had
with the kids in Ecuador. She noticed the commonalities that might otherwise
not be recognized without physically being in the schools with the children, and
having that time to talk and play with them.
As a trip leader for VILA, this was Maria’s second service trip to Quito,
and she had lived in the city as a volunteer the summer before. When discussing
the idea of being in Ecuador and living there day in and day out, she stated that,
It makes you just see things beyond your normal everyday life. And, even
if you read about things, even if you see on the news or in videos or
anything like that, there's nothing like actually being there. Also, I think
it's cool to feel like you belong somewhere else besides your home. I feel
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like I belong in Quito, like when I went back I was like, man this is like
home! I know everything here, I've seen it before and I feel comfortable
walking around and I think that's valuable. I don't know why, it just is.
She really felt the aspect of being in Ecuador as an important part of her learning
and experience. Not all of the participants for this study mentioned this
explicitly like Maria, but many of them alluded to the idea of stretching outside
of their comfort zones and being pushed to a bit of discomfort because of their
lack of familiarity either with language, customs, or physical location.
The relationship between academic learning and being in the country was
mentioned by eight of the twelve research participants with great passion. As
indicated in a few of the statements already presented in this chapter, students
compared their learning inside the classroom to the knowledge and
understanding of the situations they experienced while abroad. They felt that
physically being in the country they were visiting was an important part of
gaining understanding and making meaning out the trips.
Heather, another VILA volunteer in Ecuador, discussed her experiences
learning about the geographic area she later visited, and stated,
I remember trying to write this paper about indigenous rights of people in
Latin America, and it didn't really... I read the text and did the research,
but it didn't really hit home the way it does when you see indigenous
people and you live with them. And your friends are learning Quichua
and you work with their children, and their children don't know how to
read or write in Spanish but they are brilliant in Quichua. They can tell
you about adding seeds, and it was phenomenal, one man knew every
plant in the rainforest. I think it's really important to be on the ground.
For Heather, the aspect of being in Ecuador was powerful and informed her
understanding of a topic she was studying academically. This was echoed by
other VILA volunteers who also saw that their interactions with local community
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members gave life to the social and political issues they had read about prior to
their trip.
In reflecting on the idea of being in South Africa, and having an awareness
of the rates of HIV/AIDS in that area of the world, Maggie mentioned that, “I
had read all these statistics over and over again, but you don't get what it means
until you are walking down the street and you look, and you see this many
people actually have HIV or are dealing with it.” The action of being there with
those individuals provided a context for learning that she claims would have not
otherwise occurred. The context and the people that students meet when
engaging in international service provide a sense of being that can only be
understood through participation. This participation also allows students to use
their understanding in a new context with personal meaning where it becomes
part of their own narrative. The people that Maggie met brought life to the
statistics that she had earlier read about, and gave meaning to the topic.
For some students, the experience of being in the world in a new setting
helped them to understand and recognize their responsibilities to the home
country where they are from. In regards to being in Ecuador, Paige stated that,
being there day in and day out, and living there and talking with people
and learning about these kids and their families, it was a lot more
personal... It's one of those things you want to say that everyone should
see, so that they feel compassion. I thought it was valuable in that it
taught me a lot about the change that the world needs to see. Yes, we need
to work together to overcome problems, but you can't ignore local
conditions and customs and the way people like to do things in their
homes. I thought that going to Ecuador was also a good example of that
and a good lesson in what's important to me in what I want to do. I think
that people in Ecuador are important, but I also think that the people
(here) are important, and I can probably be most effective wherever I am.
This experience helped her to see that there is work to do in her local community,
and that some of the issues she experienced in Ecuador are similar to the issues
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in the United States. This was another sentiment that was shared by eight of the
twelve participants throughout the research conversations and in informal
discussions afterwards. The act of being in the country with others was a
profoundly simple yet complex act that made this experience significant.
Students underscored the idea that in their discomfort grew an understanding of
where they have come from. Through their interactions with local community
members, the students were able to appreciate the opportunity to travel and
enter the lives of others. Some felt guilt for the intrusion, or ethical dilemmas
with the actual work they were doing, while others experienced wonderment in
traveling for the first time. The idea of being in the world with others is a poetic
way of describing the true learning about oneself that occurs only through the
personal connection we have with others.
Summary
The narratives presented in this Chapter only begin to describe the
multitude of experiences, feelings, and new understandings that the students can
face as a result of their international service experiences. The six themes
provided a pluralistic space in which the narratives filled multiple roles
interrelated to one another. The themes of personal history, self-understanding,
social responsibility, ethical action and humility, identity in relationships, and
being in the world help to tell a story of the international service experience in a
non-linear manner. For some students, an understanding of their personal
history was present in the moment while abroad, while others reflected upon
their experiences after the fact. In the experience of remembering new memories
of personal history came into the story, which provided them with insights about
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how this new narrative that had developed included that historical aspect of
themselves.
Chapter Six provides a secondary analysis of the data from my
perspective as a researcher, infusing the theoretical framework discussed in
Chapter Four. The themes are discussed in relation to the research categories,
identity, ethical aim and humility, and new understandings. Following this,
Chapter Seven provides the key findings and implications for this research, as
well as directions for further research and the researcher’s reflection.
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CHAPTER SIX
DATA ANALYSIS
Introduction
A critical hermeneutic orientation in participatory research requires an
understanding of the important role of reflection in protocol and analysis. This
includes an awareness of self-knowledge and configuring previous assumptions
of a topic in order to find meaning in the data through narrative. As the data
were presented in the Chapter Five and themes emerged from the conversations,
I developed new understandings of the topic and the categories selected to frame
this research. Chapter Six provides a secondary analysis of the data through a
critical interpretive lens. I explore my initial interests in this research and
employ the theoretical constructs that were described in Chapter Four to inform
the inquiry. It bears repeating that the original categories for this research were:
narrative identity and ethical aim, recognition and humility, and new
understandings. Each of the categories selected for this research were pertinent
and reflected in themes that emerged from the conversations. In this Chapter the
categories serve as a broad framework, which are examined in further detail in
order to reveal the themes to highlight students’ narratives.
The themes mentioned in the previous chapter: personal history, selfunderstanding, social responsibility, ethical action and humility, connecting
through relationships, and being in the world with others, each informed the
theoretical framework for this analysis. They are connected to one another and
provide a narrative of discovery and understanding. The themes were also
interwoven throughout the three main theoretical categories identified to guide
this research.
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The three areas of focus for this secondary data analysis include narrative
identity, ethical action and responsibility, and possibilities for new
understanding for leadership as informed by the work of Ricoeur, Kearney and
Gadamer. Within narrative identity, Ricoeur’s concepts of entanglement and
discordant concordance will be used to interpret the data. The category of
recognition and humility illuminates the area of ethical aim and action and
informs this section of the analysis through Ricoeur (1992) and Kearney’s (2006)
work on ethics. The final section within this secondary analysis looks at
possibilities for new understanding using Gadamer’s (2006) concept of fusion of
horizons and questions, and Kearney’s work, inspired by Ricoeur, on narrative
imagination.
Narrative Identity
This research inquiry was a result of my interest in understanding the
influence of international service experiences on college students’ identity,
leadership, and worldview. With each student’s narrative, I felt that a part of my
role as a participatory researcher was to travel with them in their story and
photographs to explore the significant moments that stood out and provided
them with something meaningful on which to reflect. Our conversations were
fruitful and allowed me to imagine their worlds of understanding in
international service. My research reflections were greatly enhanced by the
physical act of traveling with the VILA students to Quito, Ecuador. Through that
experience I was able to share their daily experiences living and volunteering
abroad. I anticipated that the journey would add richness and life to the
conversations that we would have upon their return to campus. Seeing their
work, meeting the children with whom they spent a considerable amount of
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time, and feeling the culture and the landscape provided me with the ability to
imagine something I could not have otherwise seen. Because the majority of my
participants engaged in international service in Quito, I feel that I had a common
ground from which to share their stories. It also provided me with a space in
which to imagine the international service experiences of the other research
participants.
Students traveling abroad to engage in service gain new life experiences
that become part of who they are as individuals. As discussed in the previous
chapter, self-understanding is paramount in being able to see clearly and to
authentically approach new situations. Through our conversations, I was able to
see the students’ process of thinking about their experiences abroad and trying to
make sense of the meaning and relevance to their own identities. Without a full
understanding of the concept of narrative identity, some students were still able
to identify and understand that this new life experience that they had was now a
part of their own story as a person. Ricoeur (1992:147-8) writes,
The narrative constructs the identity of the character, what can be called
his or her narrative identity, in constructing that of the story told. It is the
identity of the story that makes the identity of the character.
The students’ stories reflected the relationships that they developed with the
children, community members, and others whom they met on their journeys.
The stories are the vehicle in which identity is carried through different life
experiences with different individuals. By taking account of the stories and in
reflecting upon their experiences abroad through our conversations, the students
were able to understand their identity through lived experiences with others
over time. It is not the act of international service itself that influences identity,
but the story that is told about it by its participants. This is a key point to
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understanding how international service influences student identity. Meaning is
given to the narratives by making sense of the different situations and putting
them into context. In hearing the different stories of international service, we are
able to see the unique identities of the students who participated as volunteers.
The theme of being in the world with others, as described in Chapter Five,
is an excellent example to highlight the aspects of international service that allow
narrative identity to be shaped. Because the international service experience is a
social endeavor, the stories of the students embarking on such trips, are
entangled with those whom they met along the way. Ricoeur (1992:161)
describes the concept of entanglement, by stating, “…in our experience the life
history of each of us is caught up in the histories of others. Whole sections of my
life are part of the life history of others – of my parents, my friends, my
companions in work and in leisure.” The moments shared abroad are new
histories in the lives of the volunteers, their peers, and the local people living in
communities. As a researcher, having traveled with the students, my history is
now entangled with that of the other students on the trip and those
acquaintances I met in Ecuador. I cannot separate my understanding of this
data from my personal experiences on the ground seeing the volunteer work. In
looking at the international service experience considering the concept of
entanglement, participants have the potential to gain a greater sense of selfunderstanding, as discussed in the previous Chapter.
Looking at the idea of being in the world with this understanding of
entanglement sheds light on the deceptively complex element of international
service. Involvement requires participants to share part of their life history with
others. It also requires openness to understanding or seeing the life histories of
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others as entangled with their own. The different life histories of the students
who experienced international service influenced how they saw their volunteer
work, what it meant to them, and how it stays with them in the future. One’s life
history influences his narrative identity in the moment, thus having an influence
on the new collective stories that are created through experience. A few of the
participants in this research reflected on moments when they were able to open
up and share their life histories with others whom they interacted with from the
local communities. Recalling the moment she shared with the children in Oaxaca
talking about the commonality that their parents were farmers, Bianca stated,
It was really fulfilling. Yeah, especially that moment on the roof, I
thought, wow that's something that will always be ingrained in my mind
because it was so powerful. I just looked out on the view and we saw the
farming areas, and I was just like wow, I can't even believe I'm here. And,
talking to these people from another country... doing service, it was just
really great.
Students appropriate the experience of international service differently because
of their varied life experiences and understandings of the world. Being there
with the children and seeing their living conditions helped to highlight the
volunteers’ entanglement in these experiences.
Life histories (Ricoeur 1992:158-61) are the way in which we make sense of
our identities through narrative. In trying to understand the meaning of the
students volunteering abroad in Quito, it was not only necessary for me as the
interpreter to listen to their stories, but it was also important to see and speak
with the Ecuadorian people involved in the work. It is unclear as to the overall
influence or long-term changes in the communities as a result of their work, but
it was evident that there were connections and that they were doing some good
work with the children. The theme of personal history informs the category of
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narrative identity. Personal history ties in with new life histories that the
students create as they experience something new.
Maria, one of the VILA trip leaders, was involved with a project working
to take the children from the street markets to the dentist for check ups and
fillings. Dental services were subsidized primarily by the organization with
which she was working, and partially by the families themselves. One day I
accompanied Maria as she embarked on her daily routine. On our way to the
market, Maria shared with me that despite administrative problems, she was
really happy with her volunteer work, and that she felt very productive and
helpful. She went to the different market stalls and spoke with the parents about
dental hygiene and the importance of having the children brush their teeth. She
mentioned that often times the parents did not care for the children’s dental
health because they didn’t want to waste money on baby teeth. Untreated
cavities and tooth decay can lead to malnourishment and other health problems
for the children. In working to educate the parents and children about dental
care Maria saw that her volunteer work would have a lasting impression after
her time there was finished. Maria’s experiences in Quito allowed her to feel a
sense of belonging to the community. Once she brought the children to the
dentist’s office, she sat with them, calmed them down if necessary, kept notes
and records to bring back to the parents. One little boy, Rafael, could not stop
smiling at Maria each time the dentist finished working on his mouth. His joy
was contagious.
This story captures a significant moment for me that became part of my
experience in understanding their volunteer work. This experience is entangled
with my own narrative identity and understanding of the research topic. It also
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was a moment that Maria has looked back upon and seen what she was able to
do in her time in Quito. Examples such as this emphasize the point that, “…what
touches our personal identity also affects the whole fabric of our relations with
others...” (Ricoeur 2005:257). Having that experience as part of my new narrative
influenced both my understanding of international service in that context and
my work as a researcher. In seeing the realities for the families, the complexity of
short term volunteer work with local agencies, and the sincere appreciation and
joy on the children’s faces I recognized the coming together of many different
aspects of the narratives. This informed my work as a researcher, as I was able to
approach our conversations with an understanding of the conflict between
wanting to make a long-term difference, seeing an immediate change for the
better in the life of another individual, and allowing oneself to be changed by the
situations and people they encountered.
Ricoeur (1992) writes about the relationship between concordance and
discordance in making meaning of disparate actions that influence identity. The
basic tenet is that discordant concordance is essentially the coming together of a
multitude of events into one plot where a story unfolds. It is the synthesis of
“disparate components of the action – intentions, causes, and chance occurrences
– and the sequence of the story, and finally, between pure succession and the
unity of the temporal form” (Ricoeur 1992:141). As I engaged in conversations
with the students, together we were trying to make sense out of the many
instances before, during, and after the experience of international service. This
overlap and intersection of stories and concepts provides a richer understanding
of what it meant in terms of the participants’ identity and learning. Ricoeur
(1992:147) states, “[b]ecause of the concordant-discordant synthesis, the
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contingency of the event contributes to the necessity… of the history of a life, to
which is equated the identity of the character.” This indicates that the synthesis
of such experiences, like international service, with other parts of one’s story
helps to provide a larger sense of who one is and integrates into that person’s
identity.
While considering the importance of reflection and sharing of the stories,
Ricoeur (1988:246) writes, “…narrative identity, constitutive of self-constancy,
can include change, mutability, within the cohesion of one lifetime.” That is to
say that one’s memory or story of an experience can change over one’s lifetime.
As a few of the students recalled some of their personal history in our research
conversations, they redefined what those histories meant to their narrative by
pairing them with their international service experiences. For example, as
Jasmine reflected on her father’s upbringing in similar conditions to those of the
children with which she was working, she had a new understanding of her
father’s experience and therefore a new narrative identity for herself. Over time,
the stories that one has of the experiences can change, and with that, so does
identity.
The narratives of the students’ experiences traveling abroad to engage in
international service informed their identities. Their experiences, when shared in
a narrative format such as that in this research or in informal circumstances of
storytelling, became a representation of who they are. Within each of these
stories and narratives, there is an ethical component of international service that
emerged from our conversations reflected in their identities. Ricoeur (1992:115)
states that, “…there is no ethically neutral narrative.” The next section will
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explore the idea of ethical aim and action in considering the narratives of
students’ international service experiences.
Photograph 8. Chenxing (middle) connecting with girls from a rural village,
Fuyang, China (C. Han 2008)

Ethical Aim and Action
Before I left to join the students in South America and embark on this
research inquiry, I kept notes about my preparation, initial thoughts about what I
might see, and meetings with various student leaders and organizers who had
participated in this trip in the past. I imagined that they would have varied
experienced based on their previous travel history. Students who engaged in
international travel for the first time had a prefigured understanding of what it
would mean for them to go to a different country and provide assistance without
an experience from which to compare. In my observations and preliminary
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conversations with the students, it seemed that many of them were keenly aware
of the ethical implications of their journey.
In understanding the ethical nature of narratives, international service
provides a setting in which students may explore their connection and
responsibility to others, thereby informing their identity. To emphasize this
point, Ricoeur (1992:169) states, “narrative theory can genuinely mediate
between description and prescription only if the broadening of the practical field
and the anticipation of ethical considerations are implied in the very structure of
the act of narrating.” That is to say that all narratives and therefore all identities
have ethical dimensions. The responsibility for that ethical component of one’s
narrative comes in the capacity for action that we each have. As student leaders
embark on their trips abroad to participate in service, there is an ethical
component to the narrative that they may sometimes recognize or be completely
unaware of. Since all narratives involved multiple characters, there is a
responsibility to acknowledge the ethical components of our capacity for action.
This section explores the relationship between ethical action and responsibility as
it relates to narrative identity.
Throughout their various experiences abroad engaging in service,
students learned about themselves through their interactions with others, and
that there is a difference between aim and action. Ricoeur (1984:55) states, “…to
act is always to act ‘with’ others. Interaction can take the form of cooperation,
competition, or struggle.” While the volunteers strove to work in the spirit of
cooperation with their local communities, there was an ethical struggle within
the narratives that proved to be a source of frustration and uneasiness for some
of the students. A key aspect of understanding narrative identity is the concept
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of action with others. There cannot be action alone without some consequence
for our involvement with others. It is for this reason that the ethics of action are
explored in this research inquiry, especially in relation to the experience of
international service. Ricoeur (1984:55) also states that,
actions imply goals, the anticipation of which is not confused with some
foreseen or predicted result, but which commit the one on who the action
depends. Actions moreover refer to motives, which explain why someone
does or did something, in a way that we clearly distinguish from the way
one physical event leads to another.
The action of international service is one that carries both ethical aim and esteem
for others on the part of the volunteer. Because the students initiated action by
traveling to a new setting to engage in a project, they have a responsibility to
those with whom they are working to consider the ethical implications of the
work. This is not always present or considered, and can be problematic not only
for the community involved, but also for the person engaging in the action.
Without an understanding of the reasons why they are there, missed
opportunities for new understandings are likely.
In considering the ethical implications and the necessity to prepare oneself
before traveling abroad, Chana mentioned,
I do think that it's really crucial to have the class that we have in the
spring, and to have people who have done service before or at least some
people, or people who have the awareness speak about it. They have to
understand that this has to be partially for you and for you to come back
and apply it to your education and what you want to do in the world.
She had an awareness that the real responsibility involved in international
service was on the part of the student to understand that the experience there
was primarily for one’s personal growth and understanding. She also
recognized the power of reflecting on the ethical considerations of an
international service trip, and saw that it was important to ensure that
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individuals traveled with the understanding that the influence of such an
experience was likely to be part of the volunteer’s personal growth. Not all of
the narratives within the research indicated this understanding of responsibility.
Recognition also plays an important role in understanding ethical aim and
action. Kearney (2002:28) writes,
if ethics rightly requires me to respect the singularity and uniqueness of
the other person, it equally requires me to recognize the other as another
self bearing universal rights and responsibilities, and capable of
recognizing me in turn as a self capable of recognition and esteem.
This speaks to the idea that maintains dignity when working with others and
commits to a sense of solicitude as explored by Ricoeur in Chapter Four. In
recognizing the uniqueness and difference in others, we are also bound to
recognize and respect their own capability for action. Reciprocity is a commonly
stated goal of service projects where individuals must respect local needs and
interests, but true reciprocity resides in solicitude and humility.
As the theme of social responsibility emerged from the data, I saw that
there were different understandings of where the responsibility came from and
whom it was directed toward. As mentioned in Chapter Five, most of the
definitions of social responsibility came from a deficit-model approach which
does not recognize local superiority and possibilities for influencing one’s
personal identity. In discussing the different aspects of identity, Ricoeur
(1992:165) writes, “Self-constancy is for each person that manner of conducting
himself or herself so that others can count on that person… The term
“responsibility” unites both meanings: ‘counting on’ and ‘being accountable for.”
This demonstrates the understanding of oneself in relation to others, and that
identity is tied up to more than just knowing oneself. Identity involves being
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accountable for oneself to others, not from a deficit-model, but from a
philosophical understanding of relationships through narrative. This
understanding can be useful for participants of international service to recognize
in that it provides a framework for the connection between people. It was not
always apparent to the students that they were responsible to themselves as well
as the individuals with whom they were working. The true influence that
international service can have on a student is based on his openness to being
changed by the experience and those with whom he interacts.
Throughout the conversations, there was a tension between ethical action
and the student’s understanding of good intentions. There was a gap between
the intentions and action that the students felt towards the communities in which
they visited, and the ethical dilemma of sustained assistance and social change.
Ricoeur (1992:168) states, that,
The gap between the question which engulfs narrative imagination and
the answer of the subject who has been made responsible by the
expectation of the other becomes the secret break at the very heart of
commitment…[t]he characterization of selfhood in terms of the relation of
ownership (or belonging) between the person and his or her thoughts,
actions, and passions – in short, ‘experiences’ – is not without ambiguity
on the ethical plane.
This tension brought about new understandings in what is possible and what is
just. Reflecting on this tension can create a space for new understanding and
new ways of seeing the world. It is important to echo Ricoeur’s emphasis on
ambiguity, as there are many cases where this is what causes the tension between
ethical action and identity.
In understanding the implications of ethical action, there are highly
complex situations that are not always the easiest to navigate, especially when in
a different country. A sense of ethical action emerges from the recognition that
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we have a responsibility to ourselves and others in our actions and
conversations. With international service experiences, students are sometimes
confused or in a difficult situation trying to navigate how to best do the right
thing. Even when working with a local organization, there were challenges that
many of the students mentioned. I witnessed situations of what seemed to be
disorganization and chaos in some of the local organizations. This is based on
my prior understandings of organizational life. Student volunteers struggled
with balancing humility, withholding their judgment, and making a decision to
do something that they thought was worthwhile. Heather shared that,
I felt like I was confused about what our ends were, and we were taking
kids on some field trips that were mainly just walking them through the
dangerous streets that we're supposed to help keep them off of. There
were times... I thought about it all the time, and I hope it did something
beneficial for their psychological health, and maybe gave them a minute to
play and be kids.
The story embeds a sense of ethical action in our narrative identity. It was
important for Heather to understand her work in a greater context of helping the
children. This is something that many of the VILA volunteers struggled with,
telling a story that reflected the multitude of emotions and thoughts informed by
their prior knowledge and understandings of the world.
In telling one’s story, there is a complexity that allows imagination to
assert an ethical element. Ricoeur (1992:170) wrote,
The actions refigured by narrative fictions are complex ones, rich in
anticipations of an ethical nature. Telling a story, we observed, is
deploying an imaginary space for thought experiments in which moral
judgment operates in a hypothetical mode.
This point is very relevant to seeing the ethical components for narrative identity
in understanding and making meaning out of international service experiences.
Because of the complex nature of relationships and life histories, the narratives
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take on a life of their own when the reader interprets their meaning. Heather
shared her story and expressed her hope that the benefits to the students
outweighed her internal conflict with what she thought were unethical
situations. In telling one’s story, we are able to imagine the ethical
considerations of moral judgment.
Just as the idea of travel in order to engage in service can carry students
towards learning new things about themselves and others, so has the research
process influenced me. I was challenged by the idea of my personal comfort and
ability to travel with the students to Ecuador in comparison to the situations of
those from the communities that I met. Through exploring and traveling with
the ethical dilemmas and varying levels of awareness of social responsibility that
the students encountered, this research has brought me to new understandings
about narrative identity, ethical action, and responsibility to others. The next
section in this Chapter explores the possibilities for new understandings.
Possibilities for New Understanding
Before any journey or experience in life, the possibilities for new
understandings are endless. What is required to attain new understandings is an
orientation to see things in a new way. If one is not interested in learning
something new or seeing a new possibility, it is unlikely that a new
understanding will take place. International service lends itself to creating an
environment where participants are likely inclined to new ways of being through
interactions with others. Kearney (2002:27) writes that, “[i]t is not enough to be
open to the other beyond us, within us, or historically scapegoat by us… one
must also be careful to discern between different kinds of otherness.” The
different kind of otherness that Kearney (2002:27) refers to is one that is,
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“intimately bound up with selves in ways which often constitute ethical relations
in their own right.” In understanding the relationship between ethical action and
identity, new understandings about ourselves and our interactions with others
emerge. There are different spaces in which this shift in awareness can take
place. New understandings, as mentioned in Chapter Four, is a theoretical
category for this research based on Gadamer’s (2006) concept of fusion of
horizons. The international service experience for college students provides a
multitude of opportunities that can shed light on new understandings.
In his discussion about language as worlds of being, Gadamer (2006: 439)
states that, “…the other world we encounter is not only foreign but is also related
to us. It has not only its own truth in itself but also its own truth for us.” He
writes that language has an ontological aspect and drawn from Heidegger’s
(1962) idea that language houses one’s being. Even though foreign languages, or
foreign worlds, are different they are related to our understanding of ourselves.
This is true of worlds we encounter, language worlds and different experiences.
Fatima shared an instance of her seeing her own truth in her identity through
language, stating,
I don't think I've ever really felt comfortable embracing that I was an
American until I went to Eritrea where so many of the people looked like
me. And they would very often confuse me for being Eritrean, so they
would start talking in Tigre or Tigrinya and I'd just look at them and I
don't speak the language, so it very clearly made me aware that I am an
American.
In not being able to speak the language of people who seemed to have similar
physical features, Fatima identified with her experience as an American. Not
speaking or understanding the language in Eritrea represented her belonging in
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a different way. It was a new way of seeing something that had been part of her
previous horizon.
The role of prejudgment, or having a prior understanding of something, in
discerning the best action to take varies as each person interprets and sees events
differently. Regardless of seeing new horizons, we are always testing previous
understandings against new life experiences. Gadamer (2006:305) states
The horizon of the present is continually in the process of being formed
because we are continually having to test all our prejudices. An important
part of this testing occurs in encountering the past and in understanding
the tradition from which we come. Hence the horizon of the present
cannot be formed without the past. There is no more an isolated horizon
of the present in itself than there are historical horizons, which have to be
acquired. Rather, understanding is always the fusion of these horizons
supposedly existing by themselves.
When traveling to an unfamiliar setting, one’s horizon is constantly challenged.
There are different sights, sounds, notions of culture and community that may be
very familiar and comfortable to the local people, but very foreign to the traveler.
When individuals see things they’ve never seen before the possibility of a new
understanding is present. Sometimes people are able to recognize this and add it
to their new understanding of the world. It is not always the case that these new
understandings are spoken about or reflected upon, but nonetheless, they can
inform one’s way of being.
In the case of international service experiences, some students are more
likely to see something new, or have an understanding of something in a way
that has not been understood before. Through our research conversations, these
understandings or insights about a different way of life sometimes emerged, and
other times did not. Gadamer (2006:385) wrote, “[u]nderstanding or its failure is
like an event that happens to us.” He goes on to say that conversations have a
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life of their own, and that these experiences must be articulated. Whether
students understand or fail to learn from an interaction is something that
happens and it is up to that person to verbalize what they learned in order for
understanding to be complete. The lack of acknowledgement or understanding
also defines one’s identity in that the previous understandings withstood change
or growth. These are nuanced instances that ultimately can provide learning
experiences for all involved. Those who are changed by the experiences and see
new possibilities may develop an important aspect of leadership, understanding.
Understanding is a concept of great importance when considering both
identity and leadership. How does one get to a place of new understandings?
Why are new understandings important? Gadamer (2006:367) states, “[t]he close
relation between questioning and understanding is what gives the hermeneutic
experience its true dimension.” In the act of questioning lies an orientation to
new understandings. If the questions are meaningful and self-reflective, they can
prove to be a rich source of learning and new understandings. The use of
purposeful questions can serve as important markers of participatory leadership.
In my conversation with Maggie, she shared that,
I think some people go abroad to get their questions answered. I know
people in our group who were like, I'm going to decide if I'm going to be a
doctor or not on this trip. And, I think all it really does is complicate the
picture. It gives you more questions to ask and more things to think
about. It doesn't give any straight answers. I'm really grateful for that.
In response to her statement, I commented that,
…if you don't question things or your decisions, how you spend your
time, or what your values are, what's important to you, then there is a
much bigger risk of regret and just walking through life oblivious and not
really seeing things and being purposeful and engaged.
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Rather than seeking the answer to a linear question, such as one related to
specific career aspirations, Maggie allowed the questions to multiply and
expand, which let the complexities of international service emerge. At the time
of our conversation, it was not clear to me what role questioning had with new
understandings. In seeing this aspect of one’s journey through Gadamer’s
conception of the role that questioning has in understanding, I have a new
understanding of what the international service experience can represent for
students as leaders.
Gadamer (2006:368) continues by stating that, “[q]uestions always bring
out the undetermined possibilities of a thing…questioning opens up possibilities
of meaning… [t]o understand meaning is to understand it as the answer to a
question.” What I realized from this research and from traveling with my
questions to understand the students’ experiences is that international service
provides a new space for individuals to question. The participants in this
research questioned their understanding of themselves, others, how to do things,
their historical life experiences, how to best communicate, the ethics of a
situation, and what things or events meant. All of these questions open up new
possibilities for understanding and are relevant to both narrative identity and
leadership. The ability to ask questions and inform one’s understanding of a
situation to make decisions is a key characteristic of leadership. Kearney
(1995:183) said,
The recognition that self-identity presupposes narrative imagination
requires, accordingly, the corollary recognition that narrative identity is
something which perpetually makes and unmakes itself. In short,
narrative identity poses itself not only as an answer but as a question...
There is a fundamental fluidity built into the principle of narrative
identity by virtue of the fact that it is founded on narrative imagination.
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The continued exploration of questions and thoughts about an experience come
from a place of narrative imagination, and gives life to the continually changing
life history influenced by experiences, reflection, and interactions with others.
Many participants of this research indicated that their experiences abroad
informed their academic learning in the classroom in a way that would not have
been possible without the aspect of travel, or being in the world with others. It
created a new space for understanding and learning. In his discussion of
inhabited space, Ricoeur (2004:148) states that,
[t]he memory of having inhabited some house in some town or that of
having traveled in some part of the world are particularly eloquent and
telling. They weave together an intimate memory and one shared by
those close to one.
This understanding of oneself in the world involves others. In reflecting upon
the data, it appears that academic learning inside the classroom represents an
epistemological approach to understanding and being in a new land
experiencing connections with others represents the ontological approach.
Beyond the physical experience of travel is the understanding that comes
through reflection. Memories are lasting and change over time (Ricoeur 1984).
When they become part of one’s narrative, there is a powerful opportunity to
influence decisions, and make connections based on that first-hand experience.
Hannah Arendt (1968:241) stated that, “[t]he more people’s standpoints I
have present in my mind while I am pondering a given issue, and the better I can
imagine how I would think and feel if I were in their place, the stronger will be
my capacity for representative thinking.” Her comment informs the idea of
narrative identity and imagination in considering different characters and
viewpoints. The next step is to carry those voices and experiences into a place of
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new understandings where action can be taken with mutual participation in the
best interest of all. Kearney (2006:184) writes, “[n]arrative can bring us to the
door of ethical action but it cannot lead us through.” This indicates an important
point that while narratives can inform and highlight the ethical nature of
relationships and identity, it is ultimately up to each individual to bring that
ethical action to life.
There are different ways in which the learning that takes place from
international service experiences can influence how students understand it as
part of their own narrative. In being open to new understandings and
connecting through relationships, a critical hermeneutic approach to this work
can assist students in making sense of the journey and how to move forward.
Part of what makes us human is the ability to imagine new possibilities through
understanding narrative. Kearney (1995:185) writes,
narrative imagination opens us to the foreign world of others by enabling
us to tell or hear other stories, but it can never be sure of escaping the
hermeneutic circle of interpretation, which ultimately strives to translate
the foreign into the familiar, the discordant into the concordant, the
different into the analogous, the other into the self.
Seeing the world through narrative allows us to see how things are related to one
another from an enlarged perspective. It is not only the ability to recognize
difference, but the step further in identifying the relationship of that difference to
what is familiar. It is with this that one’s capacity for action can be used in a
positive and meaningful manner. While the participants in this research did not
have a background in critical hermeneutic understandings, some of their
comments and the themes revealed narrative imagination.
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Summary
The students who participated in this research shared stories of
connection, self-understanding, and meaningful moments in their experiences
abroad. As stated before, each student’s unique life history is now entangled
with this new narrative of international service. Chapter Six provides a
secondary analysis from a critical hermeneutic perspective that frames the
experience of international service as one that has great potential for the
exploration of identity, ethical action, and imagination in leadership. Seeing how
their experiences influence the participants’ views of the world and even of the
action of international service emphasizes the importance of finding meaning
and understanding. Upon returning to the routines of everyday life, the
memories of international travel and experiences with the communities are not
as strong as they were in the moment. With remembrance and the opportunity
to relive the experiences through conversations and photographs, the students
can carry their narratives with them. As college students go on to become
decision makers, leaders, and contributors to society, an awareness and
understanding of the different realities that people face is critical. International
service and critical hermeneutics offer opportunities to engage students in
meaningful discussions and to take ethical action to work with and for others.
The following and final Chapter concludes this inquiry with a summary of
the research, key findings and implications, and suggestions for future research.
This includes a discussion of key findings as it relates to student identity,
university administration, and policy and curriculum development. Chapter
Seven also includes a personal reflection and narrative of the research at hand.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
SUMMARY, FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction: Towards an Interpretive Framework for International Service
For decades American college students have been traveling abroad to
engage in international service projects around the world. There have been a
variety of ways in which students participate, whether through campus groups
or programs or non-profit or local community organizations. As technological
capabilities improve and travel abroad becomes increasingly accessible,
international service will continue to be a way for college students to further
their learning and participate in communities around the world. It is important
to examine the possibilities that such experiences illicit in order to create
meaningful opportunities for both students and communities to expand in their
understanding. Looking at international service from a critical hermeneutic
orientation allows for multiple possibilities in understanding its role in shaping
identity and worldview. With an interpretive framework, students,
administrators, and educators can approach the experience of international
service in a manner that allows for learning and mutual understanding to be a
central and integral part to understanding ethics and identity. Chapter Seven
provides a summary of the research at hand, the findings and implications,
suggestions for future research, and a final reflection.
Summary of the Research
This research aimed to examine the influence of international service
experiences on college student identity, leadership, and ethical action. In
utilizing Ricoeur’s (1992) concept of narrative identity to define and understand
who one is in relation to others, this dissertation also aimed to present a larger
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narrative about the complexities of international service. The purpose of this
inquiry also included exploration of the relationship between identity and ethics.
In light of this purpose, twelve research participants engaged in conversations
about their experiences abroad participating in service in which personal
histories emerged and gave life to the overall narrative of the influence of
international service. The participants of this research were students from
Stanford University from a variety of backgrounds and interests who
participated in different forms of international service during summer 2008.
Upon their return to campus in fall 2008, we engaged in research conversations
on the topic of international service and identity.
International service is one moment in the life history of a student and has
a definite beginning and ending in time, but the meaning behind the journey is
captured and revisited through narrative. This research reveals how the
experience of traveling abroad to engage in international service can make a
difference in one’s identity through the power of narrative. Moments abroad
with others are captured through stories, which give meaning to the
relationships and experiences abroad. Narrative identity provides a different
paradigm from which to understand oneself in relation to others within the field
of student affairs. Just as no two students experience international service
exactly the same way, their life histories and worldviews are different and create
a different narrative identity. While the data presented for this research indicate
that there were common themes, it is important to recognize the multitude of
experience that can be expressed through narrative. Narrative identity is useful
in examining international service because it captures the plot of interaction
between people and the lasting influence of ethical tension and responsibility.
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The international service experience as an act in itself can influence a
person’s understanding of oneself or the world by the meaning given to it by
each participant. The students in this research indicated that they were changed
by the addition of this new story participating in international service and seeing
things differently. It is also important to recognize the role that ethical action
plays in not only the service but in understanding one’s identity. The section
below presents six key findings of this research, and is followed by implications
for policy, curriculum, and educators. Chapter Seven concludes with
recommendations for future research and a final reflection of the study.
Findings
There are many possibilities to find meaning in the narratives of the
students who participated in this research. Coupled with a critical hermeneutic
approach, the data presentation and secondary analysis for this research revealed
findings of both practical and philosophical importance. Ricoeur (1981:142)
writes, “what must be interpreted in a text is a proposed world which I could
inhabit and wherein I could project one of my ownmost possibilities. That is
what I call the world of the text…” This section details the six key findings about
the influence of international service on college students’ identity, ethical action,
and leadership that are revealed through the world of the text.
Identity
1. The relationship between identity and ethical action can be
highlighted through narratives of international service. In exploring the
influence of service experiences abroad, it appears that students have a powerful
opportunity to inform their narrative identity. International service provides a
space, circumstance, setting, and interaction that allow students to ask
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meaningful questions about themselves. While the intent in going abroad to
engage in service is usually to help others in countries with less resources, the
international service experience can provide meaningful interactions which
ultimately benefit the volunteer. The students are physically moving into a new
space where culture and traditions differ from their home setting, and they
encounter new people along the way. Finding connection with others through
experiences and relationships abroad allows individuals to make sense of who
they are in relation to others. As life experiences intersect with one another,
understanding of the fluid and spontaneous nature of international service is
important and can be captured through narrative. The international service
experience provides students with the opportunity to explore their own interests
in helping others or making a difference through an experience that can elicit an
understanding of relevance and ethical action.
2. Student’s life histories are reconfigured through international service,
providing them with a greater sense of identity in relation to others. Student
volunteers have experiences and reflections that allow for the reconfiguration of
one’s personal history and the emergence of new understandings of the world.
Each individual who decides to take this journey begins with a different life
history and reason for participation. For those with prior international travel
experience or who have spent time contemplating the ethical aim of their actions,
their new understandings might be more complex than those who traveled
abroad for the first time. Some students approached the experience with an
interest in language acquisition and cultural exchange, but walked away with
much more than they anticipated in terms of life experience and selfunderstanding.
123

Students’ familial and social backgrounds or personal experiences and
beliefs are elicited through reflection, specific moments, and recognition.
Individuals must take the time to reflect and be open to seeing their history in a
new way. Finding moments of recognition and connection between one’s
personal history and international service work has great potential for cultivating
solicitude and ethical action. The diversity of life histories and ways of being
demonstrates the significance of international service in self-understanding and
the importance for students to know how to share their experience.
Ethical Action
3. How students approach international service matters in the ethical
implications within communities. Most students who approach an
international service trip often have an interest in making a difference in the
world and doing good. Meaning is given to the experience differently
depending on students’ approach, awareness, and life experiences. This personal
background informs their view of service and what it means for themselves as
well as those who they are visiting. When a student’s approach to international
service incorporates humility and an understanding of the ethical components of
the experience the tension between ethical aim and good intentions is
acknowledged. It is not necessary or possible for this tension to be immediately
alleviated without further consideration. Within that moment of challenge the
questions that surround the ethical implications of service emerge and that is
where students might find the most growth and understanding. If students are
actively open to new understandings and ask critical questions of themselves
and others, the possibilities for how this experience can influence them are great.
When approached in a hierarchical, paternalistic framework where the volunteer
124

views him or herself as one who is bringing a better way of doing things, the
local community suffers and is not recognized. A participatory approach to
service recognizes that one’s capacity for ethical action with and for others is
always present. This can be especially useful in understanding the influence on
international service on one’s identity.
4. An awareness of ethical aim, humility, and social responsibility can
be useful to avoid a paternalistic paradigm in international service. While it
was not the focus of this research to examine the possibilities of a paternalistic
influence within international service experiences, the concept was instrumental
in the development of this inquiry. The majority of participants for this study
indicated that they thought an awareness of self, the local context, and the ethical
implications for service were important. A paternalistic paradigm is one that
does not consider local context and that inflates the role and position of the
visitor, or volunteer, to one of supreme knowledge or moral superiority. When
volunteers approach a situation with humility and an awareness of one’s relation
to others, the possibility of subordination and disrespect subsides. In order to
avoid a paternalistic paradigm, approaching international service with humility,
ethical aim, and an openness to new understandings can help. By recognizing
the importance of the community member’s voice and imagination, volunteers
can still make a contribution by offering help and ideas for consideration rather
than implementing something for others. In addition to an awareness of these
concepts, it also requires individuals to act in a manner that reflects integrity and
mutual recognition. If both volunteers and community members reach for
mutual understanding and take steps to work in concert with one another to
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achieve sustainable, useful, and community-driven goals, a paternalistic
paradigm is less likely to remain.
Leadership
5. New understandings can inform leadership through capacity for
action and making decisions with recognition. International service has the
potential to highlight leadership abilities and interaction with others. The
experience provides opportunities for leadership development including
decision-making, representative thinking, and collective action. In a study of
young adults regarding leadership, the most stated quality of a good leader was,
“being able to see a situation from someone else’s point of view” (Kouzes and
Posner 2002:21). It is literally impossible to fully see a situation from someone
else’s point of view, without an understanding of his or her life history or
understanding of the world. A critical hermeneutic orientation suggests a new
approach by acknowledging one’s own prejudices and assumptions in actions
and by reaching for a new understanding to listen and interpret for meaning.
International service experiences can provide a first-hand account of how
others in developing countries or different nations work, what issues are at the
forefront, and how culture can influence decisions and practices. If students took
into consideration their prior knowledge and experiences, it has the potential to
stretch students’ imaginations and help them consider the complexities involved
with respecting tradition and culture and providing service and assistance to a
community. From engaging in this research, a critical learning piece for me is
that approaching leadership with humility leaves you open for new
understandings that can increase the possibilities, approaches, and outcomes.
This provides space for new understandings in leadership.
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6. The ability to share one’s narrative about international service allows
for meaning and understanding to emerge. While the participants for this
research were quite engaged and enthusiastic about sharing their experiences
with me, there seemed to be a gap in their ability to share with others. The
students I spoke with consistently stated that they had a difficult time sharing
and explaining their experiences with peers and family members. They were
either at a loss for words or were unable to articulate the flood of emotions that
they experienced abroad and continue to experience as they remember their time
away. A few students also mentioned humility as an aspect of not wanting to
share with others and boast about experiences abroad.
In each case they were excited to share with me as someone who was
sincerely interested in the experience. They were grateful to participate in this
research and thanked me for allowing them to share their story. I think their
struggle to describe their stories to peers and others is a significant challenge in
that the experiences influenced their identity. It would be useful to share their
narratives or use metaphors to help others understand what they learned about
themselves. Just as the local people they interacted with became part of their
narrative identity, these student volunteers have the potential to be decision
makers and leaders who can influence others through their narratives as well.
In exploring the six key findings for this research, the influence of the
research categories and themes presented earlier in this research is present.
Table 5 provides an overview of the ways in which international service can
influence identity and leadership based on the themes that emerged in the data
presentation. The influence on ethical action is interwoven throughout the
categories and themes. Therefore, is not indicated as a separate column for data.
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Table 5. Findings for Research Themes
Category

Theme

Influence on Identity
•

SelfUnderstanding
•
Narrative
Identity and
Ethical Aim

•

Personal
History

•
•

•
Ethical Action
and Humility
•
Recognition and
Humility
Social
Responsibility

Identity in
Relationships

•

•

•
New
Understandings

•
Being in the
World With
Others

Influence on
Leadership

Understanding oneself
requires time, reflection,
and openness.
Connecting with others
is the basis for being
and identity.
Learning about one’s
own strengths and
weaknesses.
Being in a new physical
place allows histories to
be reconfigured.
Understanding one’s
own personal history
opens one up to seeing
others’.

•

There is a relationship
between humility and
ethical aim in identity.
Ethical action and
humility are embedded
in one’s narratives with
others.
Connection and
responsibility towards
others influences
understanding of
oneself.

•

One’s actions influence
others and are a
reflection of one’s
identity.
Understanding based
on reflecting on
experience.
Physical act of being
with others provides
space for new
understandings about
identity to emerge.

•

•

•

•

•
•

•

•

•
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Self-understanding
can lead to ethical
action with and for
others.
Knowing more
about oneself can
inform decisions
and capacity to act.
Personal
understanding of
one’s history in
relation to
decisions.
Potential for
recognition of the
value of personal
history.
Ethical aim and
humility are tied to
other aspects of
leadership:
identity, capacity
action, and
solicitude.
Making decisions
with ethical aim
and humility.
Responsibility to
others requires
participation and
understanding.
Including others in
decisions to take
action.
Capacity to deal
with ambiguous or
unfamiliar
situations.
Life experiences
with others provide
empirical data to
make decisions,
rather than
techniques.
Highlights capacity
for action and
understanding.

Implications
As international service experiences continue to be an increasingly
prevalent phenomenon among college students within the United States, it is
important to understand the implications for universities and students. This
section includes a discussion of the implications for this research, which focused
on identity, leadership, and ethical action, in three general areas. Those areas
are: 1) policy and curriculum development, 2) university educators, and 3)
international service volunteers. The themes presented in Chapter Five describe
the main areas that emerged through this research for identity and possibilities
for leadership.
Implications for Policy and Curriculum Development
As universities and colleges strive to prepare students for success in an
increasingly diverse and connected world, international service can play an
integral role in supplementing academic learning inside of the classroom. There
are a number of ways in which university policy and curriculum development
for international service may be informed by the findings in this research.
Below, the following implications will be described: increased financial support,
critical hermeneutic pre-departure and re-entry programs, and participatory
service-learning programs.
Increased Financial Support. International service holds great potential
for educational value beyond what is possible in terms of classroom learning.
Students have benefited from traveling abroad for study or service for a number
of years, but there may be a gap in who is able to financially afford to participate
in such programs. Because of inherent inequities associated with the cost of
international service, institutions and policy makers should consider the benefit
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of funding students who demonstrate financial need in participating in such
programs. In addition to this financial support, education, and publicity about
these funds are necessary to ensure that students can take full advantage of the
different opportunities available. At first glance, the benefits and potential
outcomes might not be clear to some students, but with appropriate education
and materials, international service can be described as an important way to
enhance academic learning. If institutions are committed to equity in education
and providing opportunities for all to become leaders, it is important to consider
the access and implications that international service can have on students by
providing funding and support towards this endeavor.
Develop pre-departure and re-entry programs with a critical
hermeneutic approach. As evidenced in the testimony and analysis for this
research, students’ narratives are influenced by their participation in
international service experiences through self-understanding and connection
with others. There are a variety of issues that emerge before, during, and after
international service and sound preparation could assist in students’ learning
and approach with ethical action. Students who spent a significant amount of
time thinking about the ethical implications of their trip seemed to also come to
terms with the reality of the situation and that their learning is what primarily
transpired. A well-developed pre-departure program would include
participation from local communities in some form. It would also include critical
interpretations, reflections and discussions about identity, the inherent power
differentials between the volunteers and those they are visiting, and an in-depth
review of cultural norms and local context.
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There is a range of opportunities for reflection and sharing varies for
students returning from international service experiences. As noted in the
findings, students had a hard time articulating their experience to others upon
return to their home campus for a variety of reasons. Re-entry programs or
meetings can provide students with a direct way to reflect and share their
experiences from abroad. It will allow them to articulate the highlights as well as
the things they struggled with in the experience. Ideally, a re-entry program
would allow volunteers to share their experiences with the larger campus
community and perhaps individuals who are interested in embarking on such
endeavors in the future. This allows the personal narrative identity of students
to inform the collective identity of the institution as one that is committed to
student growth and learning through international service experiences. Beyond
sharing their experiences, returning volunteers could also provide learning
opportunities through written text, purposeful integration of new
understandings in leadership roles, and critical interpretive reflection to make
decisions about future training and preparation for international service.
Participatory international service-learning programs. While servicelearning has already taken hold at many institutions across the country, the
opportunity for a participatory service-learning program could enhance the
current offerings for international service. Within any academic discipline from
the sciences to humanities, a participatory approach to service-learning can be
beneficial, especially in an international context. As international service
involves physical travel, often to developing countries, and numerous
unpredictable moments and interactions, approaching service-learning with a
critical hermeneutic understanding allows students to focus on themselves
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through interactions with others. Often, service-learning focuses solely on the
communities visited, but a different approach that allows students to travel with
their questions to inform their own identity can prove to be meaningful beyond
measure.
Implications for University Educators
University administrators and educators often engage in conversations
with students where their excitement and enthusiasm for a certain topic or
experience are at the center. If students can bring their experiences back to their
own community at the university level and identify how their experiences are
applicable to their lives at home, new possibilities open up. Educators have an
opportunity to assist students in this transition to and from international service
experiences and can make a difference in how they see their narratives abroad
connecting to their narratives back on campus. If the university educator is
working directly with students engaging in these types of experiences, it is
recommended that the educator also participate in a similar program to share the
experience and be able to come from a participatory place of understanding.
Understanding narrative identity. There are numerous theoretical
frameworks that student affairs educators subscribe to in their work on campus.
Understanding narrative identity can help educators work with students,
understand their histories, and help them to imagine new possibilities based on
the sharing of their experience. It can allow educators to participate in the
students’ narrative by also sharing of themselves. Narrative identity can also be
a useful medium in which collective stories of groups and campuses are shared
to a larger audience. The student group Volunteers In Latin America at Stanford
has a collective narrative identity of all the students who have participated in the
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program in the past. That story is retold through its current members and
shared as a framework for new students to participate. By understanding
Ricoeur’s (1992) concept of narrative identity, educators can help students make
sense of their new experiences and imagined futures.
Connecting the experience back as relevant to their narratives as student
leaders. When a university educator works with student leaders, there are
multiple opportunities to help guide their decision-making and reflection. In
taking the time to listen and hear the narratives of international service,
educators might be able to help students to understand the experience in a
different way and connect their narratives abroad to their narrative as a student
leader. In sharing narratives, the story becomes a communicative act (Kearney
2002) and holds great potential for leadership with and for other students.
Implications for International Service Volunteers
Because every college student who chooses to participate in international
service has a different approach and personal history with which they are
traveling, it is important to highlight the implications for individuals embarking
on such endeavors. In some cases, student groups have an influence on the
approach that a particular student has when beginning such a journey. As a
result of the findings and theoretical framework of this research, the following
implications are listed for individuals interested in participating in international
service experiences.
Be open and reach for new understandings. Approaching international
service with openness and reaching for a new understanding allows new
experiences to emerge and provides students with meaning. This involves
recognizing one’s background and assumptions and approaching the service in a
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spirit of new understandings. It also requires participants to recognize these
assumptions before, during, and after the experience of international service, in
order for learning and reflection to continue to inform one’s thoughts about their
travels.
Work with, recognize, and respect local community partners. It is
critical when embarking on any sort of international service experience to work
with local individuals in the communities being visited. This not only preserves
the dignity and potential sustainability of a project, but allows the volunteer to
learn from others with humility. Partnerships with local community members
and organizations differ within and between countries, but it is important to seek
out relationships that are meaningful and useful to all parties involved. This can
include reaching out before the trip to organize with a specific local community.
Additionally, upon arriving at the destination it can be useful to reach out and
speak with community members where existing groups have begun work in a
specific interest area.
Understand that the experience is an opportunity for the expansion of
one’s narrative identity. Seeing the connection of an international service
experience to the greater narrative of one’s life allows personal histories to
emerge and be seen in a different light. An understanding of narrative identity is
also useful to service volunteers to explore in order to make meaning out of the
experience inside of their larger life histories. Finally, in reconfiguring one’s
history and narrative identity through this added experience of international
service, sharing the story and narrative adds richness to the experience and the
meaning that it holds for the volunteers and those with whom they share the
story. By reflecting and sharing the story of their international service
134

experiences, the story belongs to others for interpretation and new meaning.
This, too, can shed light on the volunteer’s understanding of the experience.
Those with whom the story is shared might find meaning in the narratives and
find use for those stories to inform new possibilities of working with others.
Photograph 9. Jasmine and myself with children after a voluntary English lesson at
Casa de la Niñez. (F. Kazmi 2008)

Recommendations for Future Research
Just as the focus of this inquiry was on reflecting upon the possibilities for
new understandings about the influence of international service on identity,
there are many possibilities for future research in this area from a critical
interpretive orientation. Herda (1999:14) states, “[t]raditional research designs
do not allow for the consideration of the ethical aspects of social problems, those
aspects of human life that are most important in the determination of alternative
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actions.” This speaks to the unique relevance that critical hermeneutic approach
has for research design and analysis, especially when considering the ethical
reach of international service. Because of the nature of the experience, it is
critical to look at the ethical aspects of identity and the phenomenon of
international service. As a result of the research conversations and my thoughts
about the research topic, the following recommendations would be useful in
further examining the influence of international service.
1. Future Interpretations
Because of the changing nature of narrative identity over time, a longerterm analysis of what the international service experience meant to the
participants years later would be a meaningful area to explore in further
research. It would be interesting to see how the memory of international service
stays with individuals as part of their identity, and how that memory of the
experience changes over time. As one looks back on life events in the context of
their present-day reality, his or her memory changes just as the narrative
changes. In reviewing some of my earlier personal journals when I first traveled
internationally on my own in 2001, I saw what I wrote in a different light.
Having had nine additional years of life experience and education and an
understanding of an ontological perspective on relationships and travel, I was
able to see things from a broader perspective. The memories of travel brought
me back to a feeling of new explorations and understanding of what I learned
about myself in relation to others.
A critical hermeneutic inquiry into the changing nature of narrative
identity would shed light on the implications for its use in assisting an individual
to have a greater understanding of herself in relation to others. This would also
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provide insights as to the longer-term influence of international service on
identity, leadership, and ethical action.
2. Influence on Local Communities
Most of the research done on international service is focused on the
influence or outcomes for the volunteers or participants of the service. In
Chapter Three, the review of literature reveals that there have been few
published or researched studies on the specific influence of college students’
international service on communities from the perspective of a community
member. In the practice of critical hermeneutic research, it is important to ensure
that the voices are preserved and recognized. It is important to reach for
understanding of the local narrative and make sure that it has a place in
recognizing the potential benefits and harm of international service. It is the
recurring story both by the participants and the local individuals that provide
meaning and that make a lasting difference in identity and understanding of one
another.
Engaging in a research project from the voice and perspective of the
community members involved would help to complete the narrative and create a
new text where more stories of international service are represented. In order to
further explore the ethical implications of such service trips, an analysis of the
long-term influence that these experiences have on communities would be useful
as well. Findings of such research would help to inform individuals,
organizations, and higher education institutions of an appropriate approach to
ensure ethical action is a priority when preparing to participate in international
service projects. To examine the interests of communities abroad and see what
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aspects of a service project might also contribute to true reciprocity in a
sustainable service effort with mutual respect and recognition.
3. Lasting Influence on Leadership and Decision Making
From my conversations with students who participated in international
service, they all indicated to some degree that they see the world differently and
that their experience changed who they were and how they see the world. In a
continuation of this research it would be interesting to explore how such
experiences influence decision making in the future, when the students are in
leadership roles or professional settings. Based on Kearney’s (2002) notion of
narrative sympathy, it seems as if there would be significant potential to see how
their international service experiences emerge in their subsequent work and
decision-making capabilities as leaders. Looking at how they might see other
perspectives or be open to different ways of thinking could reveal another longlasting aspect of the memory and experience of international service, which
would result in a continuation of changed actions following an ethical aim.
Personal Reflection and Conclusion
Prior to engaging in this research project and traveling with the students
from VILA to Ecuador, I made note of my previous understandings of what
challenges the students may have faced, and what experiences might have been
for the people in Quito. I imagined that the experience would be quite different
for each student, as some had traveled internationally before, and for others this
was their first experience in a developing country. I expected that this
experience would be life-changing for some, and exciting or interesting for
others. Little did I know that this experience would change the way I see myself
in relation to others as an interpretive participatory researcher.
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One particular experience where the participatory nature of this research
and entanglement with the volunteer experience came to life was when I
accompanied a group of the VILA volunteers to the Plaza Grande, also known as
Plaza Independencía, where the President's Mansion was located in Quito. The
volunteers came up with the idea of reaching out to the shoeshine boys and girls
who were selling candies in the Plaza. These children did not participate in the
local programs where the volunteers were stationed, so the volunteers wanted to
bring a moment of playfulness to their day, allowing the children to just be. The
volunteers brought water, baskets, soap, and a tub and invited the children to
play with the bubbles and have fun. At first I was not sure how the children or
passers-by would receive this gesture of service, but I soon saw that my concerns
were unfounded. Because the volunteers were there the week before, the kids
recognized them and immediately ran up to the volunteers, even helping them
set up. The kids thoroughly enjoyed themselves, working cooperatively with
each other and even welcoming other young children who were not working
who wanted to play with the bubbles. The smiles on their faces were the reward
the volunteers were looking for.
I was sitting on a bench next to the group with my notebook, watching the
joy on the peoples’ faces. The kids, the volunteers, and even people passing by
could not hold in the smiles that the bubbles incited. It was particularly fun to
watch a big bubble float away, and see nearly everyone who was there in the
Plaza cheer it on and watch it float up into the sky out into the unknown. Before
I knew it, two of the shoe-shine boys came to me and asked in Spanish, “¿Por qué
no juega usted?” (English translation: “Why aren’t you playing?”). Since I had
no good excuse, I rolled up my sleeves and dipped my hands into the greenish
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water that not only helped the kids to make bubbles, but also cleaned their hands
from the shoe polish and dirt that served as reminders of their working reality.
The two boys continually blew bubbles using only their hands and shared them
with me, transferring the bubbles from their hands to mine. This was a simple
moment that was very powerful in demonstrating the act of being with the
children and the student volunteers. In that moment as a researcher, I realized
how important it was to be involved in the experience, and not just observe from
the outside.
After a little while, a gentleman in his late 30s who looked to be a tourist
from a neighboring Latin American country approached one of the student
volunteers and said, “I noticed you are doing this project for the kids. Is it just to
make them happy and play with them?” She replied yes, and explained that
they were students from the United States participating in volunteer projects in
Quito, but they wanted to reach out to these children who were not able to come
to the center. He then said he had wanted to do something nice for the kids, so
he reached into his pocket and gave her ten dollars to buy all of the children ice
cream. The ten dollars was more than enough to provide an ice cream to each of
the fifteen to twenty children who were there. They were ecstatic and so
appreciative to the man, each one thanking him for his generosity and kind
spirit. He was inspired by the student volunteers to contribute in his own way.
This moment was truly a fusion of my horizon that I will never forget, and
seeing the connection amongst each child, volunteer, and passerby allowed me to
understand the influence of international service as far reaching as it could be.
My understanding of the experience of international service focused on the
volunteers and the community members involved with the projects. My horizon
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fused with the boys’ reality in that moment, as I looked down at the dirty soapy
water and appreciated their comfort in approaching me to participate and share
in the fun. Prior to this, I did not see the extent to which the interactions with
others could have an effect on everyone involved. I realize that this is not
representative of every single moment in international service, nor is it a longterm solution to the problems of poverty and working children. I did see that the
volunteers were determined to make a difference in one moment in time. And, if
this memory of that day in Plaza Grande can elicit such good feelings in me,
perhaps it’s a memory that will stay with the children and will bring a smile back
to their faces providing inspiration for their own imagined futures.
Photograph 10. Watching a bubble float in Plaza Grande. (F. Kazmi)

Just as it was only possible for the students to configure their intentions
and actions once they were on the ground in Quito, as a researcher, I could not
have prepared enough academically to replace the experience of traveling to see
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their work in action. By meeting the students and accompanying them to their
volunteer locations, I was able to get a first-hand sense of what the experience
was like, and what it could mean for both the volunteers and the children with
whom they were working. Through our research conversations, I was able to
experience the connection not only to the volunteers, but to the children they
were working with in their respective locations. Ricoeur (1988:72) writes,
[i]t will only be by connecting to the problematic of Care and legitimate
investigations centered on the concept of the “connectedness of life” that
we shall be able to restore the notions of stretching-along, movement, and
self-constancy their ontological dignity, which the ordinary representation
of time places in line with the constancy, change, and permanence of
things present-at-hand.
International service brings people together from different places and histories,
and if approached with humility in recognition of the connectedness that we
have with others through narrative, the possibilities for change and new
understanding are limitless.
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APPENDIX 1
University of San Francisco
Letter of Invitation
Date
Dear Student,
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research inquiry which is focused on
understanding the influence of international service experiences on college
student identity, leadership, and ethical action. I am interested in having
conversations with students who have engaged in an international service
project at any time during their college experience and are who willing to share
insights and meaningful experiences. I intend to engage in research
conversations during fall quarter 2008, after you return from your experience
abroad this summer.
As part of the participatory research protocol that I will be using, I am requesting
your permission to record and transcribe our conversation. Once I transcribe the
data, I will provide you with a copy of the conversation for you to review. At
that time, you may add, delete, or edit any part of the conversation as you see fit.
When I have received your approval, I will analyze the data. Please note that
participation in this research, including all data, your name and affiliations, are
not confidential, and before participating you will be required to sign a consent
form. For participants from the student group Volunteers in Latin America, I
will be traveling with you and request your consent to photograph your
experiences.
To give you a sense of the conversation topics we’ll engage in during the fall,
here are a few preliminary questions to consider while you are abroad:
• Why are you interested in engaging in international service?
• How do you feel about the experience?
• What are you learning from your experience?
Upon your return to campus in the fall, I will send you a confirmation letter,
which will include a list of research questions that will serve to guide our
conversation. In the meantime, if you have any questions, please feel free to
contact me. Thank for willingness to participate in research and best wishes to
you as you embark on your experience abroad this summer.
Sincerely,
Faith Kazmi
Researcher, Doctoral Student
University of San Francisco
Organization and Leadership, School of Education
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APPENDIX 2
University of San Francisco
Letter of Confirmation
Date
Participant’s Name
Organization
Address
Dear Student,
Welcome back to campus. Thank you for allowing me to have a conversation
with you about your recent experiences with international service. I am writing
to confirm our meeting on ____________________. Please let me know if this still
works with your schedule, and if you need to make any changes.
As a reminder, with your permission, I would like to record our conversation,
and will transcribe it into a written format, which I will provide to you for your
review. At that time you will be able to make any changes as you see fit. Also,
please note that the data for this research are not confidential, including
transcribed conversations, names, photographs submitted by participants, and
photographs taken by researcher with consent of those pictured.
In order to get a sense of my research project, I have included a preliminary list
of questions below. These questions are meant to serve as a guide for our
conversation, and provide an overview of the areas that I would like to explore.
The use of a research conversation, as opposed to an interview, invites you as a
participant to ask questions and share any thoughts or insights that you think are
important. I hope that through our conversation, we will have the opportunity
to learn more about aspects of international service together.
In preparation for our conversation, and reflecting upon your experiences
abroad, please consider the following questions:
1. Why did you decide to go abroad to do service? What was your
experience like with the local community? What memorable stories
remain with you about this experience? How do you think international
service can help students?
2. How did you prepare for your trip? Who did you meet? What were you
doing? How did you feel about the work you were engaging in while you
were there? Now that you have returned, how do you feel about the
experience?
3. What did you learn from your experiences doing international service?
What were your defining moments from performing service abroad? How
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do you see yourself or the world differently? How does this experience
influence your conception of leadership?
If you have any questions, or would like any further information, please feel free
to contact me. Once again, I sincerely appreciate your willingness to participate
in my research, and look forward to our upcoming conversation.
Sincerely,
Faith Kazmi
Researcher, Doctoral Student
University of San Francisco
Organization and Leadership, School of Education
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APPENDIX 3
University of San Francisco
Letter of Thanks
Date
Participant’s Name
Organization
Address
Dear Student,
I would like to thank you for meeting with me on____________. Your insights
and experiences have been invaluable to my dissertation research, and I
appreciate your willingness to participate in this project.
I have enclosed is a copy of our transcribed conversation for your review. Please
take a moment to read through the transcript and make any additions, changes,
or deletions to clarify any points as you see fit. I will contact you in two weeks to
see if you have any questions, and to discuss any changes that you might have
made.
After this is complete, I will use the edited version of our conversation to analyze
along with other conversations and sources of data.
Thanks again for your participation, I have enjoyed our conversations, and hope
that this process has provided you with new understandings about your
experience as well..
Sincerely,
Faith Kazmi
Researcher, Doctoral Student
University of San Francisco
Organization and Leadership, School of Education
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APPENDIX 4 – Research Participants
Name

Major/Class Year

Organization(s)

Abrahim “Bimo”
El Gamal

Student, Class of 2009
Major: Chemistry
Minor: Biology
Student, Class of 2011
Major: Human
Biology

Volunteers in Latin
America, Stanford
University
Haas Summer
International Service
Program, Stanford
University
Volunteers in
Latin America,
Stanford University
Volunteers in Latin
America, Stanford
University

Bianca Argueza

Casandra
Espinoza
Chana KarlinNeuman

Student, Class of 2011
Major: International
Relations
Student, Class of 2009
Major: Psychology

Chenxing Han

Major: Science
Technology and
Society, and Cultural
and Social
Anthropology

Independent service,
HIV Education

Fatima Hassan

Student, Class of 2009
Major: Human
Biology
Student, Class of 2009
Major: Human
Biology,
concentration: Public
Health Disparities
Student, Class of 2010
Major: Product Design

Independent service
and research,
Stanford University
Volunteers in Latin
America, Stanford
University

Heather
Hernandez

Jasmine Reynoso
Maggie Chen

Maria Duzon

Student, Class of 2009
Major: Comparative
Studies in Race and
Ethnicity & Human
Biology
Student, Class of 2009
Major: Human
Biology

Location/Previous
travel
Quito, Ecuador
Previous: Egypt,
Greece, Europe
Oaxaca, Mexico
Previous: Born in
Philippines, moved to
US at age 8
Quito, Ecuador
Quito, Ecuador
Previous: Guatemala
Mexico, Spain,
Greece, Thailand
Cape Town, South
Africa
Previous: China, Fiji,
Australia, China,
Hong Kong, Tibet,
Thailand, and Nepal
Eritrea Previous:
Uganda and Rwanda
with UNFPA
Quito, Ecuador
Previous: Europe

Volunteers in Latin
America, Stanford
University
Amy Biehl
Foundation, HIV
Peer Educator; Intl’
Medical Options

Quito, Ecuador
Previous: family visit
to Mexico
Cape Town, South
Africa
Papua New Guinea

Volunteers in Latin
America, Stanford
University

Quito, Ecuador
Previous: Cape Town
and Johannesburg,
South Africa
Quito, Ecuador
Previous: Spain,
Peru, Argentina,
Europe, Dominican
Republic, and Chile.
Quito, Ecuador
Previous: France,
Caribbean

Paige Kumm

Class of 2009
Major: International
Relations

Volunteers in Latin
America, Stanford
University

Stefani Cox

Student, Class of 2010
Major: Human
Biology

Volunteers in Latin
America, Stanford
University
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APPENDIX 5
University of San Francisco
Consent to Be a Research Participant
Purpose and Background
Ms. Faith Kazmi, a doctoral student at the University of San Francisco in the
school of Education, has asked me to be a participant in her research project that
explores the influence of international service on college student identity,
leadership, and ethical action. This research intends to shed light on the
transformative nature of international service experiences in order to assist
students prior to and upon return from their journey abroad. It also intends to
provide administrators with new understandings about student identity and
leadership, and inform practice and curriculum planning.
Procedures
I agree, as a participant of this study, to engage in conversations with Ms. Kazmi
regarding my experiences with international service as a college student. I agree
that Ms. Kazmi may record our conversation, which she will then transcribe. I
understand that a copy of this transcription will be provided to me for review,
and that I may edit and approve this text before its inclusion in her analysis. I
understand that I may withdraw from this study at any time, and may
discontinue the conversation at any point. I also understand that I may request
changes or deletions from the transcribed text of our conversation prior to use in
her dissertation. My participation in this research project is voluntary, and any
data I contribute to this study will not be confidential.
Risks and Discomforts
I am free to decline to answer any questions, stop the conversation or my
participation at any time. I understand that I may request to remove my entire
transcript from the study. I also understand that I may be identified and quoted
in the dissertation or subsequent publications.
Benefits
I will receive no monetary compensation for participating in this research. The
anticipated benefit of this conversation to me is the personal reflection upon my
engagement in international service and how those experiences have influence
my identity, worldview, and ideas of leadership.
Alternatives
I am free to choose not to participate in this study.
Costs
In taking part in this study, there will be no cost to me.
Questions
If I have any questions or comments about this study, I may contact Ms. Faith
Kazmi via cell phone: (xxx) xxx-xxxx or email: faith@xxxxxx.com or
fkazmi@xxxx.edu. I may also contact her advisor, Dr. Ellen Herda, at the
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University of San Francisco at (xxx) xxx-xxxx. Should I not want to address my
comments to either of them, I may contact the office of the Institutional Review
Board for the Protection of Human Subjects between 8:00am and 5:00pm
Monday through Friday by calling (415) 422-6091 or by writing to the IRBPHS,
Psychology Department, University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San
Francisco, CA 94117-1080.
Consent to Participate in Research
I have a copy of this consent letter to keep for my records. I understand that my
participation in the dissertation research conducted by Ms. Faith Kazmi is
voluntary. I understand and agree with the above procedures and conditions.

____________________________________________
Participant’s Signature

______________
Date

____________________________________________
Researcher’s Signature

______________
Date

Faith Kazmi__________________________________
Researcher’s Name (Print)
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APPENDIX 6
University of San Francisco
Institutional Research Board Application
From irbphs <irbphs@usfca.edu>
To
Faith Kazmi
Cc
Ellen Herda
Date Thu, Apr 24, 2008 at 8:40 AM
Subject IRB Application # 08-030 - Approved
Mailed-by
usfca.edu
April 24, 2008
Dear Ms. Kazmi:
The Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRBPHS)
at the University of San Francisco (USF) has reviewed your request for human
subjects approval regarding your study.
Your application has been approved by the committee (IRBPHS #08-030).
Please note the following:
1. Approval expires twelve (12) months from the dated noted above. At that
time, if you are still in collecting data from human subjects, you must file
a renewal application.
2. Any modifications to the research protocol or changes in instrumentation
(including wording of items) must be communicated to the IRBPHS.
Re-submission of an application may be required at that time.
3. Any adverse reactions or complications on the part of participants must
be reported (in writing) to the IRBPHS within ten (10) working days.
If you have any questions, please contact the IRBPHS at (415) 422-6091.
On behalf of the IRBPHS committee, I wish you much success in your research.
Sincerely,
Terence Patterson, EdD, ABPP
Chair, Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects
--------------------------------------------------IRBPHS  University of San Francisco
Counseling Psychology Department
Education Building - 017
2130 Fulton Street
San Francisco, CA 94117-1080
(415) 422-6091 (Message)
(415) 422-5528 (Fax)
irbphs@usfca.edu
--------------------------------------------------http://www.usfca.edu/humansubjects/
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APPENDIX 7
University of San Francisco
Excerpts from Researcher’s Journal
September 25, 2007 - First journal entry regarding the dissertation topic:
Well, it's official. I've decided to journal about my dissertation journey. I started
the road to the Ed.D. in Spring 2006 and since then have had a myriad of new
learning experiences ... including my trip to SE Asia with Dr. Herda.
In reading Ellen’s book, Research Conversations and Narrative: A Critical
Hermeneutic Orientation in Participatory Inquiry, one suggestion is that the
researcher keeps a log or journal of the process in order to use as data in the form
of text. So, I thought, why not start now? While I do not yet have my formal title
for my dissertation, I'm interested in studying the influence of international
service experiences on college student identity and community development.
Basically I want to see what influence doing service abroad has on one's view of
themselves and others in the world, and what they learned from the process of
going abroad.
Why have I chosen this topic? In winter of 2006, I returned to work from the
holidays, and felt isolated on campus as the students hadn't yet come back from
their break. I decided I needed to spruce up a big blank wall in my office, and
purchased a big laminated world map with flags of each country at the bottom.
The moment I put it up on my wall, I knew it was a good decision. That one
decision, that one decorative piece sparked more conversations about the world
than I could have ever imagined, and that is what set me on my journey.
Students would come into my office, see the map, and talk about their past or
upcoming travels with so much enthusiasm.
At work, in an informal way, I've had the wonderful chance to talk with students
who are embarking on a journey abroad, or have just returned. Some go to study,
some do research, others do service, but all come back with amazing stories of
transformation. The epiphany hit me when I was offered to help review a grant
proposal for a student who was interested in doing narrative research in
Pakistan. Her words expressing what she hoped to learn academically touched
me so, and I could already imagine what she was about to learn about herself.
Prior to that I had recently had a few conversations with other students about
their travels abroad, but reading this one proposal really put the idea in my
mind. Why not research the students who go abroad and try to understand the
influence that the process of going abroad has on their life? I reflected to my
experiences visiting different countries, and remember how much the feeling of
being in another land humbled me and helped me to cultivate my gratitude.
So, here I am, getting ready to start the actual process of reviewing the literature
and drawing up my proposal... and it is overwhelming, exciting, daunting, and
heartfelt, to say the least.
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October 17, 2007 – Journal entry after meeting with two campus administrators
who work with international service at Stanford:
I just met with Jon and Amanda from the Haas Center and am excited,
overwhelmed, and energized about my upcoming research. Their enthusiasm
for the topic was extra fuel that helped with my decision to pursue this area of
research. They provided me with wonderful insights and resources on how to
best proceed. They shared the names of groups, professors who have taught
courses on the ethics of international service. It was great to meet with them
before truly embarking and fully developing my research plan. This showed me
that I have a lot to uncover, learn, understand, and prepare for this big research
project. We discussed some of the areas that they struggle with as
administrators, in trying to support and assist students who participate in
international service. Amanda mentioned that one consistent theme that she has
noticed with student who have participated in the past is the disconnect between
the experience and expectations for the trip. She said that most of the students
have this idea that they will be traveling to literally save the world, but when
they arrive and encounter difficulties or cultural barriers, they struggle with
what it all means. They face the reality that they work they are doing is small in
comparison to the real issues of injustice, poverty, and other social concerns.
I think that the most exciting part is that Jon offered their program as a resource.
He offered the classes, and mentioned that I will be able to solicit essays from the
participants in their program before they leave to see what kinds of expectations,
ideas, and hopes the students have for their journeys abroad. They also
graciously offered to publicize my research when the time is ready. I know VILA
works closely with them, and I plan to be in touch with this group specifically
because a number of my former student participated in this program, and they
seem to have developed long term relationships with local organizations in
Ecuador, where they travel each year.
Sunday, November 11, 2007 – Journal entry after a Regional Conference
Presentation, which helped to develop a new category for my research:
I am so excited. My colleague Pam and I just recently presented our ideas in a
workshop at a regional conference - and we got some pretty good feedback from
the audience. It was the last session of the conference, but there were quite a few
people who came to our talk. While it was heavy on the theoretical piece of it,
people seemed to really connect with what we had to say. It was exciting to see
the engagement on the topic, and many people were particularly interested in
the international service-learning piece.
A great insight that I gathered was the result of a comment from a woman who
works at Berkeley. She commented that within narrative identity, she was
particularly pleased to see us present and discuss the ethical component to that
understanding. She reiterated how important it was for students to understand
the ethical component of traveling abroad and seeing and respecting new lands,
etc. That totally struck a chord with me, and goes right in line with my area of
inquiry. I can't believe that I didn't include that as a major category within my
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proposal ideas, but now, it is clear that I could not do it without it. I'm thinking
of looking at the relationship between the international service experience,
identity, and ethics. There is no one term that means more or is more profound,
but personal responsibility, ethics, solicitude, all kinda go together under this
line of thinking. I'm excited that our presentation went so well, and that I was
able to get some insight in regards to my own work. Ahh, the possibilities!
July 21, 2008 – First journal entry written while traveling with VILA students in
Ecuador:
Today was my first day with the VILA volunteers here in Quito. I met Maria,
one of the trip leaders, at the Santo Domingo bus stop and we went down to
CENIT, which is a school for children during the year, and in the summer they
work with volunteers who run programs and camps or go into the markets to
work with the street children. When we got to CENIT, there were ten other
volunteers there, from Oxford and Italy. Maria commented that they weren’t
fluent and sometimes students use this as an opportunity to learn Spanish. They
volunteer in the morning and take Spanish classes in the afternoon. I went with
Chana and Bimo from VILA ,and they were teamed up with two other girls, one
from Scotland and a French girl from Austria. They were preparing for their
project for the day, making volcanoes with the kids. The theme for the week is
earth, so they’ll do different elements and landscapes each day. They seemed to
be having fun preparing for the children. At 10am we went to the market to get
started. Alex and Marlene, the other two volunteers, went upstairs to prep while
Chana and Bimo went around to all the stalls to see if the kids wanted to come
make volcanoes and play. Most of the kids were excited to go. A few weren’t
able to because they had to tend to the store in their parents absence. Chana and
Bimo spoke with the kids and their parents, pretty fluently, in Spanish. They
held the kids hands as they walked around the market gathering others.
Upstairs they sat in a circle and sang songs together and learned names. I got
some really amazing pictures. Some of the kids spoke with me and asked me if I
speak English. It was really cute, but I could tell they were confused by me. I
looked Ecuadorian, but I spoke English with an American accent. In my own
experience here, identity has been really interesting because of my physical
appearance. People expect me to speak fluent Spanish, and I constantly feel the
need to explain my background, nationality, and story. The kids they worked
with ranged in age from about 2 or 3 to 10 years old. They went outside and
talked about Ecuador’s volcanoes, then demonstrated how to make their own
little volcanoes. Then the kids got to participate and make the volcanoes in little
groups. At the end of each day, the volunteers gather the children to wash their
hands and brush their teeth. When they get back to the center, they sanitize all
the toothbrushes and prep them for the next day. Later I spoke with Chana as I
notice she handle a difficult situation where some of the girls were upset, and she
sat and spoke with them and smoothed things out. She also told me that if they
notice or find behaviors that indicate bigger problems at home (abuse, etc.) then
they tell the CENIT staff and a social worker follows up. …
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July 22, 2008 – Journal entry of conversation with local community member in
Ecuador (Danny):
Today I met with Danny, a friend of a former VILA participant who has begun to
work in the international service market on the ground in Quito. His work
prepares students before the service with language and cultural courses, then
they take volunteers to local communities, helping indigenous groups build huts
and with harvesting. He provides volunteers with direct work in the
communities. He mentioned that from his observations European volunteer
seemed to stay for longer periods of time. They take their time with service,
sometimes a year or so, while Americans were more strict with time, often
visiting for a summer or a few months, in order to stay on time to graduate if
they are in college. Danny mentioned that they do need people from other
countries to visit and help. He said that Ecuadorians don’t have the time to
volunteer in their communities, because they are working so hard to try and
make a living for their families.
He was saying that most of the small community organizations don’t get money
from the government and larger organizations have access to international aid. I
thought this was really interesting. I know he was making a case for volunteers
paying for their services, but it’s hard to see whether this is true for the larger
landscape of organizations in Ecuador, or if this is his main point because it’s his
livelihood. He went on to talk about how the larger organizations come up in a
Google search, and are very busy. He said they used to be really good and
provide outstanding service to the communities but now they run like
businesses. His organization matches individual’s skills and talents with the
type of work. He definitely emphasized that volunteers learn more from their
experience if they come with knowledge of Ecuador’s history, society, culture,
and politics. He said that in reality, people want to have fun and explore, and
get involved to make a difference. The indigenous communities are accustomed
to seeing foreigners in the forest or the Amazon.
The top issues that people come to volunteer in Quito for, according to Danny,
are to work with street children (most popular), care for children in schools, help
develop classes for creating jewelry and arts, working with elderly people with
no families. They are usually in government buildings, for those with no money,
the facilities are very poor. For those with money, the facilities are a bit better.
Ecuadorian culture has a strong sense of family, and they stay together for
closeness but also for financial reasons. Health programs and hospitals are not
good in Ecuador. He said you see another reality here, but very few are open to
volunteers, because it would take someone’s job away. On that note, he was also
mentioning that Ecuadorians don’t care too much about volunteers coming to
help their communities, but they do care when Americans come to teach English.
This is because Ecuadorians who study this at the university get paid much less
than American volunteers ($300/month for Ecuadorians, and $600/month for
Americans.) There is a lot to think about getting the bigger picture of
international service from Danny’s perspective. It will be interesting to see how
the meeting with Pablo goes, and to talk with other community members.
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July 24, 2008 – Journal entry of observations in Ecuador:
Wed. and Thurs I went to Casa de la Niñez, where five other students were
volunteering. This was an interesting experience. It is basically a camp, which
also offers social services for kids and their families, with pretty nice facilities
(although it is located right next door to a jail, and you can actually look down
into the courtyard of the jail from the Casa). That was a pretty sobering aspect
of the organization. Although there were seemingly more resources at this
location, the volunteers were a bit frustrated with the disorganization and
miscommunication from the director. I’m really glad I got to see this first hand,
because it was truly and interesting situation. The VILA volunteers have a lot to
offer, and it seemed that their skills were not put to great use. They did play
games with the kids and do art projects in the best way they could. In any case,
the VILA students were making the most of it.
Afterwards I attended their group meeting where they discussed logistics,
frustrations, celebrations, etc. The volunteers working at Casa were pretty
frustrated with the experience they were having, the lack of organization, and
other planning challenges. I think the meeting itself was a great opportunity for
the volunteers to connect with one another and share their stories. It seemed to
be a useful outlet. Heather and Christine shared their experience of bringing
bubbles to Plaza Grande to reach out to the shoeshine boys and girls selling
candies. They said it was quite a success, and that lots of kids participated,
despite the police commenting to them that they were making a spectacle out of
the experience. The enthusiasm that Heather and Christine had for the success of
their independent ‘bubble’ project seemed to lift the entire group and inspire
others to do something similar. They have examples of the shoe shine kids using
their hands to make bubbles, and the water cleaning their hands at the same
time. They also shared the story of one boy taking their water bottle away, and
they thought they would never see that again. But it turned out that he came
back with the bottle full of water. He was helping them out.
Friday I accompanied another student, Maria, at CENIT and her volunteer work
included bringing los niños to la dentista. It was really amazing to see the work
she was doing, talking to the parents about dental hygiene and bringing the kids
in for check ups and fillings (yikes!) The dentist office was a little stall in the
Mercado, it was far from a dentist office you see in the US (cement floors, paint
coming off the walls, etc.) But, she kept things very clean and sterilized things in
a hot oven-like box. The kids that came by for check ups that day had lots of
cavities, one little girl, probably 5 or 6 years old had 10 cavities! I don’t know
how else they would get dental treatment because CENIT subsidizes half of the
cost ($12 for 1 filling total).
…the other thing that I have to note, having spent only a few days with the
children, is that the kids’ smiles have changed me for sure. Seeing their pure joy
when participating in the songs and activities (both boys and girls) and seeing
them all line up patiently to wash their hands and brush their teeth, it was really
moving. I couldn’t help but feel that the volunteers were really making a
difference in the moments they had with the kids. You could see them light up
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and really enjoy engaging with the volunteers, especially speaking in Spanish. I
think that is such an important factor and has really helped a lot of the
volunteers feel comfortable and bond with the kids. It’s been so awesome to see
them in action. I’m so glad I came to Ecuador to see their work.
July 25, 2008 – Journal entry after going with Maria to bring kids to the dentist:
Today was a great day, un buen dia, with Maria. I met her at the trole station in
Santo Domingo and we rode down juntas a la casa CENIT. I really enjoy these
morning rides because we get to catch up and debrief the days. I told her about
my experiences at Casa the past few days and she wasn’t surprised. She said
they’d be meeting with Veronica (the director) in the afternoon and she wasn’t
really looking forward to it. I’m very curious as to how it went. Back to the day
with Maria –she picked up the first boy for his cavity filling appointment. He
was so good. His name was Rafael. She and I talked while we waited for the
dentist. The dentist was very nice and gave me permission to take photographs
of her work. Then Lauren, another volunteer from Yale, came with four other
children who needed check-ups. Maria was telling me how happy she was that
they were doing this work. She felt very productive. She said when she first
arrived, she went to CENIT’s contact at a medical clinic, but the doctor and nurse
were not working these few months and luckily she found this dentist and was
able to use this project for a woman who got money from donations. Part of the
money went to pay for the kids check-ups and fillings. The families pay for a
small portion of the work to instill responsibility.
The dentist’s office was very simple and minimal. It was in a stall in the
Mercado, but the dentist kept things very clean and sanitary. She used a toasteroven looking box to clean and sanitize the dental instruments she used. She also
talked to the kids and showed Maria and Lauren the cavities and gave them the
information to give to the parents. After the check-ups, they went with the kids
back to the stalls and the parents and they explained the importance of dental
hygiene and what the kids needed. The parents did not want to pay for the little
little kids because they think it’s a waste to work on baby teeth. Maria explained
that this is a problem because if they loose their teeth and the nerves are exposed,
it hurts and causes the kids not to eat, hence malnutrition. Overall, the mothers
seemed very happy and grateful that the volunteers were taking the kids to the
dentist. That seemed to be really gratifying. The Mercado was very poor.
Lauren was also telling me that socio economic status affected whether the kids
parents helped them with brushing their teeth. They get to use their discretion
as to how much the family would contribute. For instance, they talked to one
boy’s parents, who said the father was a policeman, and the mother was wearing
a roles. In that case, they had the family pay for the whole thing. Generally
CENIT would pay for half of it.
There are so many complexities to the act of being and working in a different
setting. The concept of reaching for new understandings is not one that stands
out as separate from the actual work that is being done. When students are
volunteering, they are literally thrown into the experience, and have to use their
best judgment to make the right decisions not only for themselves for those with
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whom they are working. This brings up the idea of ethics and local participation.
While it is critical to get the insights and understandings from local community
members at some point, the volunteers have to believe and see that what they
have to bring and offer is of value and can help better the lives of the children or
the community. With this example, Maria was able to meet the children and
parents where they were in the Mercado, and provide them with access to dental
care, which might have otherwise gone un-checked. I’m impressed with the
level of understanding, optimism, and commitment that the volunteers have.
August 20, 2008 – Journal entry reflecting upon summer experience and research
topic:
I am so glad that I got to contextualize the experience of international service by
traveling to visit the students volunteering in Ecuador. I could see their
challenges first hand and understand some of the difficulties and frustrations
that they encountered. When I first heard of such frustrations in my pilot study
and in conversations with other students who had engaged in international
service, I didn’t quite see how they could be so frustrated when its so important
to take local context into consideration. I now know that the situation is very
complex and that the students don’t intentionally go there looking for ways in
which they can be disappointed, but that some organizations lack the same level
of service and commitment that they might be used to in other settings. It’s
difficult to take a step back in the moment to consider the possible things that
contributed to the current situations. I’m glad I got to see that first hand. I’m
also glad that I got to see the sheer joy on the kids’ faces when they worked with
the volunteers. The volunteers, too, were happy and excited to connect with the
children. They often commented how much they were learning from the kids,
and that it was an honor to get to spend their days playing with them and
learning from their life experiences. The fact that the VILA volunteers spoke
Spanish was a huge plus. This seemed to equip the VILA volunteers, so much
more than others coming to the country for language immersion, to really be able
to connect, but also help and be of service to the community.
My earlier focus was on how the experience influences worldview, considering
their position and training before departure and upon re-entry into the United
States. The nature of the experience opens up new worlds—this informs the
remembrance that also influences learning. There are so many unknowns as to
the experience itself but time holds it all together. At this time in their lives, of
exploration, they had this experience (lived time), but phenomenologically the
experience is always with them and they remember it in the ‘now’ differently
each time. The other thought that I had was that inherent in the term ‘public
service’ is the concept of space. In this setting, ‘public’ requires participation of
those who belong to that space of ‘service,’ – more on this from Ricoeur later.
November 15, 2008 – Journal entry after research conversations in November:
Wow, I’m a bit overwhelmed at the multitude of stories and the influence that
international service has not only had on the lives of the volunteers whom I
spoke with, but also the influence it had on their ability to remember and relive
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other life histories. I really enjoyed each conversation, while they were each very
different, there were quite a few common themes. I’m looking forward to
making that connection and presenting the data in a way that really captures
their experiences abroad, and sheds light on the possibilities and potential that
experiences such as international service can have on understanding identity,
leadership, and ethical aim. These conversations really showed me that
individuals’ different life stories really influence how international service can be
significant in their life… it influences: what it can elicit, what it means, how it
stays with them. It can be a powerful opportunity for self-reflection and
understanding.
I was really struck by how excited they were to share their experiences with me,
and how so many of them had a difficult time articulating their experience to
others, for different reasons. Sharing the stories of international service is such
an important part of bringing it back to a community. It helps them to continue
the journey and process the meaning for their own lives. It can inform others
about the complex issues that one faces when embarking on such a journey.
Sharing with others also opens up new understandings and can be cathartic as
there is so much lived experience with so much significance that they need to
share it with others to give it meaning. I remember learning about the meaning
given to experience in David Ancel’s course – and it is so true. Unless the story is
told about the event (founding event), then meaning is lost. It doesn’t mean
anything until it’s a part of someone’s narrative.
In reflecting upon these narratives, the idea that understanding of self and
awareness of interconnectedness with others is our basis for being. I want to
write more about this in the dissertation. As Laleh mentions in her book, lack of
understanding of self, leads to lack of action and participation. I think by
involving themselves in international service, the students are finding more
about themselves, therefore enlarging their space for action. It would be
interesting to see how they may be doing this for those community members and
children with whom they are working as well. In looking at the ethical nature of
narratives, international service provides a setting in which students (volunteers)
may explore their decisions and connections with others. The reflection that
takes place afterwards creates space for new understandings. There are so
many insights that I am taking away from this experience, and I look forward to
fully flushing out the ideas in my writing. Overall, I’ve seen the power of
narrative, and recognize that narrative is useful in examining international
service, among other things, because it captures the plot of interaction between
characters and integrates the concepts of ethical tension and responsibility
throughout.
It seems as thought it would be difficult for a student to walk away from an
international service experience without a new understanding of either
themselves or the world. Each student experienced something different, and the
extent to which they themselves were changed varies. In choosing to go abroad,
they’ve opened themselves to new understandings, relinquishing control over
the familiar, and venturing out into unknown possibilities for themselves.
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